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ABSTRACT 
Between 1964 and 1974 M.argaret Laurence (1926-1987> produced a 
body of fiction which established her as a major woman writer in a 
Canada where the emergence of post-war nationalism created a 
readiness to accept, buy and read books by Canadians about Canada. 
For this she created the town of Manawaka - partly based on her home 
town of Neepawa, Manitoba - which became the symbol of all Canadian 
small towns. The thesis is an examination in chronological order of 
her work: The Stone Angel, A Jest of God, A Bjrd in the House (short 
stories), The Fire-Dwellers, and The Djyjners. 
Her writing deserves attention because it portrays Canadian Life 
with integrity. As fiction by a woman about women, her work shows 
none of the romantic fantasising of the Lesser novelist. Happy 
endings are never guaranteed; relationshiPs have unharmpnious 
elements. She reveals a society which imposes restraints on women, 
making it difficult to achieve self-fulfilment in a male-oriented 
environment where traditional role patterns stifle Legitimate female 
aspirations. However, her novels are feminist by implication and not 
in an obtrusive or polemical way. An emergent theme is the injustice 
suffered by disadvantaged minorities represented by the metis of 
Manitoba whom she saw as dispossessed of their land by the 
Anglo-Saxon settlers. 
Mrs Laurence's technique was always experimental and developed 
from novel to novel. She employed variations of time and voice: the 
inner monologue is used to evoke an immediate response, the movement 
between past and present to highlight mood and temperament. These 
devices are examined in the thesis, as are her use of distinctive 
idiom and the symbolic elements of her writing. 
Finally, her honest attempt to depict the extraordinariness of 
ordinary people in carefully worked and sympathetically conceived 
stories speaks to the universal Longing to Learn about ourselves. 
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PREFACE 
It is perhaps appropriate to explain why I began research for a 
master's degree at sixty years of age, and why I chose the Manawaka 








those students who graduated with me from the 
Ontario in 1942 stayed on to undertake 
world we went out into 
memories of the depression and by the need to win 
was governed by 
the conflict in 
Europe. The young men went to war; the young women prepared to find 
jobs. Education was costly and most of us assumed that we would go 
out to earn a living as soon as possible in order to ease the drain 
on our parents' resources. Moreover, built into the social attitudes 
of the day there was the unspoken assumption that as a woman you 
would work for a while, probably at teaching, and then marry. And so 
it was a few years of teaching, then marriage; several years at 
home then back to teaching. During those years back in the classroom, 
thanks to one of my colleagues, P.S. Rushforth, my love of and 
enthusiasm for English literature reasserted itself. In 1980 I 
decided to look around for a university where I could work toward a 
higher degree on a literary topic of my own choice. The University of 
Durham was prepared to provide the opportunity if I could decide on a 
topic for a thesis. 
My inclination was toward a study of one of the nineteenth 
century women novelists- Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth 
Gaskell or George Eliot whose treatment of issues important to 
women interested me. All these novelists, however, had received so 
much critical attention that I had to look elsewhere. I turned to 
Margaret Laurence - whose novels The Stone Angel and A Jest of God I 
i i 
had read a short time previous - and was struck by her treatment, in 
a twentieth century context, of the issues dealt with by the 
nineteenth century novelists I so admired. I realised that in her 
novels I had found my subject. 
That I did not think at once of Margaret Laurence was due partly 
to the content of my Honours course in English at Western Ontario (in 
four years we spent only one term on Canadian poetry and fiction) and 
partly to my many years' absence in England (where I rarely heard of 
a Canadian novel>. As Margaret Laurence explained in a broadcast 
conversation in 1972: 
I think at one time it was extremely difficult to be a Canadian 
writer. We still had for many, many years a kind of colonial 
mentality, a great many people felt that a book written by a 
Canadian couldn't possibly be good. It had to come from either 
New York or the other side of the Atlantic to be any good. This 
whole cultural climate has changed incredibly, and particularly 
in the last decade. My first book was published in 1960, and the 
change in those twelve years in the whole cultural situation in 
Canada has been enormous. Canadian writers are probably in a 
better situation now than they have ever been before. Very few 
Canadian writers of any seriousness or worth do not find a 
considerable readership in their own country. (Graeme Gibson, 
Eleyen Canadian Novelists, taped conversations for the C.B.C., 
Anansi, Toronto, 1973.) 
This opinion is corroborated by Margaret Atwood in her book, 
Survival: A Thematic Gyide to Canadian Literature where she declares 
that 'Until recently, reading Canadian Literature has been for me and 
for everyone else who did it a personal interest, since it was not 
taught, required or even mentioned (except with derision) in the 
public sphere.' (Anansi, Toronto, 197~p.13) 
Still influenced by the attitude described here, I was unprepared 
for the excellence I found in her fiction. In the following thesis, 
the chapters on the individual Manawaka novels were written (in their 
original form) as my direct response to their themes, plots and 
characters. Having thus drafted my own commentary, I turned to the 
i i i 
commentaries of others. Margaret Laurence is acknowledged as the 
first of the post-war generation of Canadian women to write novels on 
universal themes set in a Canadian milieu, and as such she became the 
matriarch of Canadian literature in the '60s and '70s. She was so 
forthcoming in discussing her work, and to some degree herself, that 
her conception of what she was doing is well known. Her statements 
have been quoted frequently, and her novels have already received 
much attention from critics, almost all of it laudatory. 
In reviewing this body of criticism, and in re-writing my 
chapters on the novels, I have found it necessary to stand back and 
try to see Margaret Laurence in perspective, to consider her 
importance not as a Canadian writer only, or even as a woman writer, 
but simply as a contemporary writer. She described herself mod~stly 
in her last novel The Diviners as a 'wordsmith' and her dedication to 
her craft is obvious, in the structure of her novels no less than in 
their expression. Equally obvious is her commitment to the material -
social, psychological, moral - of her fiction. Whether her possession 
of these qualities is sufficient to place her novels in the highest 
rank is debatable. I should say that they fall short of this, but 
that they are worthy of critical study as serious and competent 
novels on universal human problems set in a Canadian scene. 
My bibliography consists of a mass of newspaper clippings from 
Canadian newspapers all across Canada, of numerous magazine articles 
from Canadian magazines, and a Large selection of books. Most of the 
material has been obtained through the efforts of a huge circle of 
relatives and friends, especially in Canada, who have all acted as 
enthusiastic sources of material of all kinds. My press cutting 
service has been second to none, covering as it did almost every 
province in the Dominion. 
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My thanks go, therefore, to each member of this circle, both for 
their moral support and for their practical help. I am especially 
grateful to George Robinson, Librarian-in-charge, of the reference 
section at my alma mater, the University of Western Ontario. My 
family deserves special thanks for their backing and for their 
willingness to spare me for what became a consuming task involving a 
good many hours of neglect of household chores. P.S. Rushforth, my 
head of department at the Friends' School and a valued colleague, 
urged me on when morale was low, and nothing would have been 
accomplished at all without the kindly, courteous and constructive 
guidance of my tutor, Professor T. Craik of the University of Durham 
Department of English. 
Agnes G. Bradbury. 
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From Neepawa to Manawaka 
A list of the honours which Margaret Laurence received during her 
lifetime includes all the most prestigious prizes Canada can bestow 
on a writer. Beginning in 1961 with the Beta Sigma Phi award for the 
best fiction novel by a Canadian, in the next fifteen years she twice 
won the Governor General's Medal for fiction, and became a Companion 
of the Order of Canada, while receiving numerous honorary degrees 
from universities as far apart as Halifax and Vancouver, acting as 
writer-in-residence at three universities, and three times gaining 
the President's Medal at the University of Western Ontario for her 
African short stories. Her second novel A Jest of God was made into a 
film Rachel, R~l by Paul Newman for his wife, Joanne Woodward. Her 
books appear in literature syllabuses in colleges and secondary 
schools across Canada. Indeed, in 1976 she joined the ranks of such 
writers as Lawrence and Joyce in having a book of hers, her last 
novel The Diviners, condemned by parents in the Peterborough area for 
obscenity. 
More recently she herself was the subject of a film, Margaret 
Laurence. First Lady of Manawaka, produced by the National Film Board 
of Canada, and premiered in Winnipeg on May 7th, 1979, with 
considerable brouhaha. A year previously Norma Edwards and Juliana 
Saxton devised a stage production in the guise of a one-woman show in 
which Norma Edwards presents The Women of Margaret Laurence, 
portraits of the five women from the Manawaka novels. This dramatic 
interpretation of Mrs Laurence's principal characters has since 
appeared on stages and in halls all across Canada and America to 
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the delight of both the initiate and those who have never heard of 
Hagar Shipley. Most recently, in 1983, Norma Edwards toured 
Scandinavia and England with her show, thanks to the Department of 
External Affairs of Canada. So, in spite of the fact that Mrs 
Laurence did not write a major work after 1974 when she completed The 
Diviners and declared that she had closed the file on Manawaka, she 
remains eminent in the Literary world of Canada and beyond. 
Superficially Margaret Laurence's Life story suggests a girl who 
was as normal as blueberry pie. She was born in 1926 in the small 
Manitoba town of Neepawa, 125 miles north west of Winnipeg. Neepawa 
differed from hundreds of small towns all across Canada only in its 
setting in a prairie Landscape. Otherwise it resembled communities 
from Ontario to British Columbia. By creating their towns, often 
arbitrarily, in the midst of unimaginable wilderness, the early 
settlers asserted their Longing for order in the midst of chaos by 
Laying them out on a grid pattern either side of a central Main 
Street Lined with the usual ugly assortment of grocery, hardware and 
general stores, Chinese restaurant, commercial hotel, bakeshop, post 
office, newspaper office and gas station (evolved from the Livery 
stable). Removed from this street devoted to the service of Mammon, 
churches and schools appeared in the residential areas which divided 
into that for the substantial dwellings of those who lived on the 
right side of the omnipresent railway tracks and that for the shacks 
of the Less respectable of the town. The people Living in these 
communities were self-sufficient, inward-Looking and conservative, 
turning their backs on the outside world which threatened to 
overwhelm them. A community dropped into the middle of what felt Like 
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wilderness tended to develop what Northrop Frye has labelled a 
fortress mentalitya 
Another little Main Streeta In the foreground there 0 s an old 
horse and buggy hitched outside one of the storesa A broken old 
horsep legs set stolidp head down dull and spenta But still you 
feel it belongs to the earthp the earth it stands onp the prairie 
that continues where the town breaks offa What the tired old hulk 
suggests is less approaching decay or dissolution than returna 
You sense a flowp a rhythmp a cyclea 
But the town in contrast has an upstartp mean complacencya 
The false fronts haven°t seen the prairiea Instead they stare at 
each other across the street as into mirrors of themselvesp 
absorbed in their own reflectionsa 
The town shouldn°t be therea It stands up so insolent and 
smug and self-assertive that your fingers itch to smudge it out 
and let the underlying rhythms complete themselvesa1 
The inhabitants of such towns maintained a rigid code of 
behaviour based on puritanicalp Presbyterian moral values where 
cleanliness was next to godliness and sloth was not to be tolerateda 
Their lives were supposed to be lived according to innumerable 
cliches or aphorisms which hung in samplers on the walls of their 
homes and appeared in children°s copybooksa Margaret Laurence used 
her childhood and adolescent experience of life in this small prairie 
town to create the imaginary Manawaka of her five Canadian novelsa Of 
coursep Manawaka is not 2 Neepawa as suchp as she herself pointed 
out~ 
Manawaka is not my home town of Neepawa it has elements of 
Neepawap especially in some of the descriptions of placesp such 
as the cemetery on the hill or the Wachakwa valley through which 
ran the small brown river which was the river of my childhooda 
In almost every wayp howeverp Manawaka is not so much any one 
prairie town as an amalgam of many prairie townsa Most of allp I 
like to think 3it is simply itselfp a town of the mindp my own private worldaaa 
In her widely read analysis of the novelsp lbe Manawakp Wor!d of 
Margaret Laur~P Clara Thomas makes much the same point: 
Manawaka is not Neepawap but its geographyp the details of its 
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situationp its Landmarksp and its people depend on Margaret 
Laurence 0 s experience of Neepawa and on her ability to store in 
memory and transmute what she knew and what she felt of it into a 
created fictional world. ALL the history of her town had been 
woven into the fabric of the Manawaka works ••• 4 
What Margaret Laurence did was to recreate the atmosphere of such 
placesp showing us how the people in them relate to one anotherp and 
revealing the way that the social structure of communities turned in 
upon themselves affects the lives of individual inhabitants. Dick 
Harrison in a study of prairie literature suggests that her prairie 
heroines are all 
victims of the prairie 0 s Manawaka culture-- its bigotryp its 
Calvinist self-repressionp its dedication to a few Limited and 
life-denying truths which may have sustained the pioneers but 
which stifle the next generation and isolate them from the life 
which should be accessible to them.S 
In an interviewp in which Bernice Lever asked her about her 
choice of a small town as the setting for her booksp she commented: 
There are a number of Canadian writers who work out of urban 
situationsp of coursep and probably an increasing numberp but my 
own feeling about this is that a small townp far from being 
limitingp is a kind of microcosm. Anything that happens anywherep 
in some way or other happens in a small town.6 
Margaret Laurence 0 s ancestry is typically Canadianp too. Her 
generation was still in contact with the pioneer days through 
grandparents who experienced some of the hardships and could recount 
the stories that their parents had told them of the opening up of 
much of Canadap especially the West. Her maternal grandfatherp 
undertaker John Simpsonp was of Protestant Irish stock who arrived 
from County Tyrone in Ireland in 1850; lawyer John Wemyssp her other 
grandfatherp came from a Lowland Scottish family <a sept of the Clan 
MacDuff originating from Burntisland north of Edinburgh) which 
arrived in Manitoba in 1881. This closeness to a time when people 
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were strangers in a foreign land created an emotional tie with the 
Old Country which she examines in her final novelp The Diyjnersn 
Her early years are untypicalp howeverp in that they were more 
than is usual marred by family deathsp so the feeling that 1 in the 
midst of life we are in death 0 pervades her bookso By the time she 
was four her mother was dead and her Aunt Margaret Simpsonp a teacher 
in Calgaryp had come back to Neepawa to look after her young 
namesakeo A year later Margaret Simpson married her brother-in-lawp 
Robert WemySSp and became the young Margaret 0 s stepmothero Robert 
Wemyss junior was born two years before his father died of pneumonia 
in 1935a Very soon afterwards Grandmother Simpson died and the 
widowed Margaret with her two children moved to the Big House to take 
care of her fatherp John Simpsonp the Grandfather Connor of ~jrd jo 
the Houseo In factp in this collection of interconnected short 
stories which she claims represent her only autobiographical writingp 
Margaret Laurence works through in retrospect the traumas of the 
years between this move and her going away to college in Winnipeg in 
1944o 
When she (Margaret Wemyss) moved into her father 1 s house he was 
an old man of eighty-two; her children were five and twelvep and she 
was a widow with very little moneya 
The intensity of Margaret Laurence 0 s imaginative perception of 
the burdens laid on one generation by another seeded itself in 
these yearsa So did her empathy with particular women and their 
need to struggle towards freedom of the spirit -and so did her 
own fierce independence of spirita When she lived in his housep 
Margaret resented her grandfather 1 s authority over them alla His 
strength was her constant challenge to battlea She was 
challengedp but certainly not crippledp by this oldp still fierce 
and autocratic man; her stepmother 0 s supportive love and 
encouragement and her own strong spiritp well-matched to her 
grandfather's strengthp were constantp counterbalancing dynamics 
towards growth and achievementa? 
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Young Margaret early showed a talent for writing which her 
stepmother nurtureda Later she recalls how from the age of seven she 
would fill five cent scribblers with her storiesa When she was twelve 
one of them called Pillars of the Nationp in which she first used the 
name Manawakap won honourable mention in a contest in the 
Free Prrut~a The same newspaper printed another entitled The Case of 
~tcher in its Saturday section for young writersa While at 
Neepawa Collegiate from 1940 to 1944 she became editor of the school 
newspaper The Annals of the Blpck and Gold to which she also 
contributed poems and storiesa Her stepmotherp Mrs Wemyssp found an 
outlet for her own love of literature in helping to found and to run 
the Neepawa Public Libraryp and in encouraging her stepdaughter to 
read widelya The latter read omnivorously and recalls the deep 
impression which Sinclair Ross 0 novel As for Me And My House made on 
her young minda In 1944 a scholarship made it possible to Leave 
Neepawa to attend United Collegep Winnipega The Leaving of her home 
town is Later mirrored in The Djvjners where Morag Gunn eagerly and 
impatiently boards the train which will take her into the world 
beyond Manawakaa She imagines she is Leaving her Life there behindp 
but as Margaret Laurence knowsp we all carry with us the baggage of 
the pastp a baggage which she later rifled to create the Manawaka 
world of her novelsa 
University Life brought with it expanding interests along with an 
intensification of those Margaret Wemyss already hada United Collegep 
an Arts and Theology College affiliated with the University of 
Manitobap prided itself on its tradition of independent thought and 
actionp and 0 the powerfully positivep liberal idealism of which she 
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was a part at United College exactly complemented her own intensityp 
her sympathy for individualsp and her emotional rejection of all 
social systems that would humiliate men and women and restrict their 
freedom. 08 Here she became associated with the Winnipeg Old Leftp a 
Socialist group composed of members of the C.C.F.P the C.C.P. and 
their followersp dedicated to social reform. In her biographical 
study Three Voicesp Joan Hind-Smith portrays a self-assuredp mature 
young woman already free of many of the emotional and psychological 
problems other young women tended to suffer at the same age. 
Her graduation photograph shows a girl with a candidp 
unselfconscious smilep unlike the usual carefully posed pictures 
of that kind. She was engagingly uninhibited" Stories are told of 
her declaiming poetry on a fire escape one foggy night until the 
boys in an adjoining residence threw a pail of water over herp 
and of how she used9to tramp around the common room singing Loudly and off key" 
She was fortunate in having excellent English teachers at United" 
In an interview in 1979p she paid tribute to the Late Bob Hallstead 
whom she described as 0more than teacher he was critic and 
friendc 010 Another major influence was Dr Malcolm Rossp who was 
Later to become editor of Queen°s QuarterJ~ and who was to publish 
her first African short story 0 Drummer of ALL the World 0 in his 
magazine" She contributed both poems and stories to ~P the college 
paperp and became assistant editor in 1946" 
After graduation in 1947 with an Honours degree in Englishp she 
worked for a year as reporter for the first cooperatively owned 
newspaper in Canadap The Winnipeg Citizeo, where she wrote book 
reviews and a daily radio columnp as well as covering Labour news" 
This early experience as a journalist taught her to write quicklyp 
accurately and succinctly but was at odds with that part of her that 
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wanted to write fiction. With her marriage in 1948 to Jack Laurence, 
a civil engineering graduate of the University of Manitoba, she began 
the travels that were to prove so valuable a stimulus to her 
imagination and to her need to write. The years between 1949 and 1957 
saw a gradual acceleration in output which reached full flood in 1960 
with the publication of her first novel This Side Jordan, set in 
Africa, followed at intervals until 1974 by the five Manawaka books 
set in Canada. 
After their marriage Jack Laurence's work took them first to 
Finchley Road, London, England, and then to the desert Protectorate 
of Somaliland where he was commissioned by the British government to 
organise the construction of a series of earth dams (ballehs) to 
conserve water for the drought-plagued people of Somaliland. 
It was no sudden whim on his part. As an engineer he felt a 
certain Lack in any job he had had in Canada or in England. We 
lived in an increasingly organised world, a world in which the 
essential roads and bridges had already been built. He felt a 
need to work for once on a job that plainly needed doing - not a 
paved road to replace a gravel one, but a road where none had 
been before, a job whose value could not be questioned, a job in 
which the results of an individual's work could be clearly 
perceived, as they rarely could in Europe or America. It may have 
been a desire to simplify, to return to the pioneer's 
uncomplicated struggle. Or it may have been the feeling, strong 
in our generation, that Life was very short and uncertain, and a 
man had better do what he could, while he could. Perhaps these 
feelings were good and sufficient reasons for going to Africa; 
perhaps they were not 11 But they could not be shrugged off or ignored indefinitely. 
By means of a magnificent bluff he was able to persuade the Colonial 
Office that his wife would be quite capable of coping with the 
rigours of Life there even though there was no provision for married 
couples. Thus began the adventure which was to have a Lasting effect 
on Margaret Laurence. In an oft-quoted passage from her travel book, 
The Prophet's Camel Bell, she observes: ' ••• the Last thing in the 
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world that would occur to you is that the strangest glimpses you may 
have of any creature in the distant Lands will be those you catch of 
yourself.' 12 
She concludes the same book with the words: 
Whenever we think of Somaliland, we think of the Line of watering 
places that stretches out across the Haud, and we think of the 
songs and tales that have been for generations a shelter to 
nomads on the dry and red plateau and on the burnt plains of the 
coast, for these were the things through which we briefly touched 
the country ~~d it, too, touched our Lives, altering them in some 
way forever. 
In 1952, in England, Margaret and Jack's daughter, Jocelyn, was 
born, and from 1952 to 1957 the family Lived on the Gold Coast as it 
was called prior to 1957 when it became the independent country of 
Ghana. Their son, David, was born there in 1955. In this same year 
Margaret began to write her first novel, This Side Jordan, based on 
what she saw happening around her in the country as it stumbled 
towards independence. However, the writing of this novel was merely 
the culmination of a Literary output which had been gradually 
building up ever since the Laurences arrived in Africa in 1950. In 
the two years which she had spent in Somaliland Margaret had filled 
her many spare hours first with Learning the Language, then with 
translating some of the poems and folk tales of the Somali people. 
This put her in touch with their traditions and history and fed an 
interest she developed in the effect of European/American twentieth 
century culture on the lives of simple people. She was deeply 
attracted to the proud independence of the Somalis with their ability 
to survive in spite of all the hardships which a hostile environment 
could impose. To her they were Latter-day children of Israel; theirs 
was the story of the wanderings of the. tribes as chronicled in the 
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Pentateuch which she now recalled with new insight. As a colonial 
with Liberal views she had arrived in Somaliland with certain 
preconceptions which experience required her to alter. Some of the 
British colonial administrators whom she expected to dislike proved 
to be totally committed to the native population and the country 
where they served. Her translations of Somali poetry and stories were 
collected into a small volume, A Tree For Poyerty, which was 
published in 1954, thanks to the efforts of the Colonial 
Administrator in Hargeisa. This was the first time that Somali 
Literature had ever been translated or published, and it was her 
privilege to introduce the world to the humour, beauty and insight to 
be found in the oral Legacy of a desert race. 
In Ghana the Landscape was the antithesis of that in Somaliland; 
Lush, fertile, green, the Ghanaian people reflected this difference 
in their Lively, extrovert nature. But they were subject to sometimes 
debilitating, often bewildering pressures as they struggled to adapt 
to the twentieth century. This was reflected in the short stories 
which Margaret Laurence now began to write. They appeared in various 
Canadian and American magazines over the next few years, beginning in 
the winter of 1956 with the publication of 'Drummer of ALL the world' 
in the Queen's Quarterly. Later collected into a volume called Ihg 
Tomorrow-Tamer, they fall briefly into two categories- those in the 
tradition of Ghanaian folk myth and those dealing with alien people 
in an alien Land. She was responsive to the confusion she could see 
around her amongst the Africans, torn as they were between the 
traditional way of Life of their childhood and the civilisation 
brought to them by Church and Colonial Office in the name of 
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progress. The attitudes and behaviour of the white expatriates was 
equally absorbing. Two themes which Later dominate her work begin to 
emerge at this time - her passionate interest in and championship of 
the outsider and the conviction of the importance of their mythology 
to a people, even in a modern world. These themes come together in 
Thjs Sjde Jordan, the novel begun in Ghana but finished only after 
the Laurences had Left to return to Canada where they Lived for the 
next five years. Here Margaret was able to stand back and take a 
fresh Look at the African years, to revise her opinions and to 
recognise how far her own attitudes had evolved during that period. 
Later, in 'Ten Years• Sentences• she describes this process. 'I had 
had to abandon every ism except individualism and even that seemed a 
Little creaky until the Last syllable finally vanished of itself, 
l . . L ,14 h. eav1ng me 1sm ess. In t 1s same article she acknowledges the 
importance of the African experience. By this time, This Side Jordan 
had already been rewritten in an effort to be more fair to the 
English characters. Now it was revised yet again and finally appeared 
in print in 1960, as did three more of the African short stories. 
In structure Thjs Sjde Jordan resembles a railway track- two 
perfectly parallel story Lines joined at regular intervals by wooden 
ties Lead to the ramshackle town of Independence. This artificially 
symmetrical treatment stems from the author's attempt to give equal 
emphasis to two points of view. It does however detract from the 
virtues of a book which honestly tries to describe what was happening 
in the two Ghanaian communities, black and white, in the months 
Leading up to independence. The doubts and fears of each are 
personified in the two main characters. ·Nathaniel Amegbe, a black 
12 
schoolmaster, is faced with decisions arousing conflict between his 
tribal cultural inheritance and his acquired Christian 
sophistication. Johnnie Kestoe has recently arrived from London to 
work in the textile branch of Allkirk, Moore and Bright, an 
export-import firm in Accra. He is forced to cope with his 
instinctive prejudice in the face of the Africanisation of the firm. 
Both men's wives are pregnant; each is at odds with her husband's 
attitude. The birth of the two babies in adjacent hospital beds is an 
obvious contrivance to enable the author to bring the two couples 
onto common ground, if only to show how much really separates them. 
Nathaniel, in naming his son Joshua, expresses the hope that this 
boy, born on the eve of his country's freedom, will not suffer from 
his father's paralysing conflict of Loyalties and will help to Lead 
Ghana forward into the Promised Land. 'Joshua, Joshua, Joshua. I beg 
you. Cross Jordan, Joshua.' 15 Both Nathaniel and Johnnie are assured 
a place in the new Africa, each as aide de camp to a man with a grand 
vision of the future. Margaret Laurence has since admitted that this 
was a rather facile, over-optimistic view of a situation fraught with 
infinite permutations for disaster. In 'Ten Years' Sentences' she 
comments: 'This was the prevailing spirit, not only of myself but of 
Africa at that time. Things have shifted considerably since then.' 16 
The preoccupation with form which is revealed in this her first 
novel has become one of the predominant features, for good and ill, 
of all her subsequent books. In Thjs Sjde .Jordan symmetry becomes 
contortion whereas in each of her Later books the shape is a 
necessary adjunct of the whole. Here the two main characters are male 
and although they are not cardboard figures, they are not as vividly 
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conceived as her Later women protagonists. This failure to create 
truly memorable male characters is one of the other features of all 
her novels. Of course in the African book she has set herself the 
difficult task of creating one individual who is alien to her on two 
counts: he is male and African. Under the circumstances she does 
remarkably well at making it possible for the reader to share 
Nathaniel's inner conflicts while exploring his doubts and fears. 
Africans who have read her work consider that she gets as close to 
empathy with the African mind as a European can. She herself says of 
her African writings: 'They were written by an outsider who 
experienced a seven years' Love affair with a continent, but who in 
the end had to remain in precisely that relationship, for it could 
never become the involvement of family.' 17 
lbis Sjde Jordan won for its author the Beta Sigma Phi First 
Novel Award in 1961, the same year that the University of Western 
Ontario gave her the President's Medal for her short story 'A 
Gourdful of Glory' in which the market woman, Mammii Ama, awaits 
Free-Dom. 'I tell you, dis Free-Dom he be sweet sweet ti'ing. You 
wait small, you see. I tell you true. Market woman all dey be queen 
mammy den. I 18 The following year she received the same award for 
'The Tomorrow-Tamer', a story with the echoes of a folk tale. It 
examines through African eyes the impact of civilisation on the 
village of Owurasu when a bridge is built over their river. How will 
the god of the river react to this new entity? What sort of spirit 
dwells in the bridge? They do not know. But when Kofi, the young man 
selected by the elders to work for the Europeans on the bridge, 
plunges to his death from one of the crossbeams, all is made clear. 
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'The bridge, clearly, had sacrificed its priest in order to appease 
the river. The people felt they knew the bridge now ••• The queenly 
bridge had paid its homage and was a part of Owurasu at last.• 19 
By now Margaret Laurence's interest was moving away from her 
African experience to a reassessment of her early years in a Canadian 
prairie town. She had been carrying in her head for some time a 
character who had presented herself and demanded to be fleshed out. 
With the creation of Hagar of The Stone Angel Margaret Laurence Laid 
the foundation for a literary reputation which grew with every one of 
the four subsequent titles. She herself doubted whether anyone would 
want to read about a ninety-year old woman facing death and forced to 
take a backward look at a life which had been long, hard and in many 
ways disastrous. But the character would not go away. The public 
received the resulting story with astonishment and sympathetic 
recognition. However, the novel did not come easily. The first draft 
was set aside in 1962. 
At this time Jack and Margaret had come to realise that their 
interests were in conflict. He was constantly on the move, fulfilling 
contracts for engineering works all around the world doing those jobs 
that 'plainly needed doing'. She wanted to get on with her writing, 
something such a nomadic existence made difficult. So in that year 
they separated amicably, he going off to Pakistan, she taking 
herself, her two children and her manuscript first to Hampstead in 
London, later to Elm Cottage at Penn in Buckinghamshire. Of her 
marriage, about which she declined to say very much, she did comment, 
'We had twelve great years of marriage and stayed married for 
twenty-two years. We'd try to patch things up, but of course the 
15 
writing was part of it.• 20 
In London she rewrote The Stone Angel and collected her African 
short stories into a volume published as The Tomorrow-Tamer. Her 
travel book The Prophet's Camel Bell. which grew out of her African 
diaries, came out simultaneously. The latter was a sensitive, 
humorous and evocative description of the two years she had spent in 
Somaliland as the wife of a Canadian civil engineer, travelling with 
him and sharing the hardships of camp life in a harsh, pitiless Land 
where every human act was directed towards survival. In it she 
reveals how earnestly and eagerly she worked towards an understanding 
of the soul of the Somali people. When she failed to succeed as she 
would have wished, she was humble enough to blame herself, not them. 
These two books immediately established her as one of the best 
authors then writing in English about Africa. 
The publication of The Stone Angel in 1964 established her as a 
fine writer for quite other reasons. By this time she had found an 
elderly house, Elm cottage, in Penn, and had settled down in 
semi-rural England for what was to prove nearly ten years of solid 
creativity. The Stone Angel was followed in 1966 by A Jest of God. in 
1969 by The Ejre-Dwellers. and finally, in 1974, by The Djyjners. 
Early in the years in England she began to write the short stories 
which were to appear in 1970 as A Bjrd jo the Hapse. These were on 
her own admission an attempt to exorcise the ghost of her maternal 
grandfather, John Simpson, the autocratic, disagreeable old man whom 
she had hated as a child. In the writing she was able to re-live 
those years when he was such a powerful influence and take away the 
cutting edge of her hatred by coming to· recognise in adulthood that 
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he was a man of his time, and, moreover, that she had inherited many 
of her own faults and virtues from him. 
In an unproductive period after the publication of A Jest of Gad 
she interested herself in Nigerian writing and in Nigerian writers 
Like Christopher Okigbo, Wale Soyinka and Chinua Achebe whom she met 
in London. This resulted in her being asked to write a critical study 
of this Literature. Long pryms and Capnons; Njqerjap Noyeljsts and 
Dramatists 1952-1966 came out in 1968. It is described by Clara I , 
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Thomas as 'a work of expository scholarship and careful background 
research into tribal rites and customs a tribute to her 
particular "tribe" among all the writers of the world and, in certain 
areas, a statement that clarifies the purpose she holds in common 
with them.• 21 Although Mrs Laurence had written about Africa 
previously, she felt that it was important for Africans to write for 
and about themselves and about their past. 'In Nigeria, as in many 
parts of Africa, people Lost their own self-value, their own 
distinctive voices, throughout three generations of colonialism. They 
were taught as children to despise their ancestors and the old gods, 
and the result was, of course, that they Learned to despise 
themselves.• 22 She could identify with what the writers in her study 
were doing because 'Canadian writers, Like African writers, have had 
to find our own voices and write out of what is truly ours, in the 
face of overwhelming cultural imperialism•. 23 Canadians too were 
Third World writers. Looking back on her book in 1969 she concludes: 
This book ••• I now feel refers to a period of history which is 
over - the fifteen years in which Nigerian writers created a kind 
of renaissance, drawing upon their cultural past and relating it 
to the present, seeking Links with the ancestors and the old gods 
in order to discover who they themselves were. This exploration 
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and discovery ended abruptly with the first massacre of the Ibo 
in the northp some two years agoa When Nigeria finally emerges 
from its present agonyp it will be in some very different and as 
yet unpredictable formp and its writers may well find themselves 
having to enquire into themes they have so far hardly touchedp 
such as the ~~palling grip on the human heart of tribalism in its 
hate aspecta 
Between 1968 and 1974 Margaret Laurence had a peripatetic Lifep 
travelling periodically to Canada where her fame had made her very 
much in demand as a writer-in-residence at Canadian universitiesp 
summering in a cottage on the Otonabee River near Peterboroughp and 
still returning to Elm Cottage for Lengthy periodso At Last 1hg 
Fire-Dwellers had been finishedp and Ibe Qjvine£SP her Last Manawaka 
novelp was slowly taking shape during the summer withdrawals to her 
riverside sanctuaryo The stories about Vanessa MacLeodp who in 
reality is the young Margaret Wemyssp were collected and published in 
a kind of novel in 1970a The titlep ~ird in the Ho~ came from 
one of the stories in the collectiono 
In that same year was published her first children 1 s bookp 
~on°s Qugstp which she describes as 1 a gift 0 she received in 1967 
during a period when The Fire-Dwellers was refusing to come righta To 
amuse herself and relax from the strain of the struggle to get this 
novel finishedp she began to compose a tale about a colony of moles 
she and her children had seen at work in the garden at Penna The 
story records the stages in a journey undertaken by Jasonp a young 
mole from the underground city of Molaniumo Jasonp suitably kitted 
out with the Cap of Deeper Thinking and carrying about his person a 
pair of sun glasses provided by Oliver (the Owl 0 s) Granp sets out to 
discoverp not the Golden Fleecep but the cause of an enervating 
illness that is slowly destroying the mole people a Its 
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anthropomorphic treatment owes much to Beatrix Potter and Kenneth 
Grahamep but its moralising is more in the tradition of Aesop and La 
Fontainea Jason and the three companions he soon acquires all have 
distinctive reasons for the journey~' but they are also 
interdependent~' each contributing whatever is his particular strength 
to the common cause" They travel through the wilds of darkest rural 
England towards the big bad city of Londinium where they experience 
the best and worst of urban lifea The story ends when~' after a series 
of adventures amongst the low-life of the capital~' Jason finds 
Perdita~' 0 The most beautiful mole girl he had ever 25 seen°p at the 
Petunia Patch Club for Smaller Animals~' and all is well, for she is 
much smarter than he is and diagnoses at once that the inhabitants of 
Molanium are dying of galloping boredoma Thereafter begins the New 
Age in the community under the ground~' as Jason prods his people into 
the twentieth century" The change of name from Molanium to Molesville 
says everything" 
As the tale develops its creator is able to comment~' through the 
characters~' on modern society" In a paper presented to the Canadian 
Teachers of English in 1970, Walter Swayze comments: 0 the book is 
full of lively satirical insights into human attitudes~' conventions, 
and fashions, and a sensitive awareness of the dangers of class and 
racial hatreds~' pollution, the inanities of the mod world of 
swingers, right-wing reactionaries, detached d . ,26 aca emlCSaao Are 
these concepts which the child reader can grasp? George Orwell's 
Animal Farm is a fable which does not pretend to be a book for 
childrena Beatrix Potter's Mrs Tiggy-Winkle gets on in her 
hedgehoggy way with being the wild creatures 0 washerwoman and does 
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not comment, in the process, on the injustices of being a woman. 
Jason 1 s Quest appears to be neither a political allegory nor a 
straightforward tale of animals behaving Like Little humans with 
never a hint of social comment. It is a rather intellectual exercise 
which reflects the education and interests of its author. One feels 
the adult reading to the child will appreciate it most. The Latin 
tags, the choice of names such as Strine for the ginger Australian 
cat, Spice for the Black Jamaican, or Perdita, and Jason, the hero 
who finds her, the parodies on music hall songs and hymns, the names 
of the newspapers - The Catchester Guardiano for example, it is all 
great fun, but adult fun somehow. Jason°s attest is a pastiche created 
by a Lively intellect. The author is able to poke gentle fun at the 
fuddy-duddy attitudes she saw manifested about her in England in 
order to suggest that a greater willingness to change might help to 
cure the ills of modern English society. The book obviously gave her 
enormous pleasure to devise, but the would-be Light jokesome tone is 
not her natural one, and it is doubtful whether the book has added 
anything to Margaret Laurence 0 s reputation. 
However, if we Look some five years ahead to 1975 we find that 
she also wrote another children 1 s story, The Olden Days Coat, in a 
book truly worthy of an author of her competence. It is a beautifully 
produced and illustrated slim volume which must appeal to any 
sensitive child. Blending past and present so skillfully that the 
reader is quite unperturbed by the movement in time, it tells the 
story of ten-year old Sal and the dream she experienced when Looking 
through some of her grandmother 1 s mementos. By the simple process of 
slipping into an old coat she returns to her Gran 1 s time and shares 
20 
with her a special box which symbolises the continuity of lifea The 
possibility that old objects are so permeated with the life of their 
past owners that they have the power to evoke special events from 
that life for others is convincingly explored by the authora The book 
also gives expression to one of her favourite themesp that of time as 
a rivera Sal says: 'What a strange thing Time wasa It went on and onp 
and people came into it and then went out againp like Grandada There 
was a time when shep Salp had not even existedp and now here she wasp 
and would grow up and maybe have children of her owna Maybe someday 
she would even have a granddaughtera It was as hard for Sal to think 
of being old like Gran as it was to think of Gran having once been 
ten years oldav 27 
The book is a serious attempt to speak seriously to a child about 
an important fact of lifep and in this it succeeds admirably without 
being stuffy or preachya One reviewer asserts that 'It is a fully 
realized fantasyp one the reader can unquestioningly accept and enter 
intoa It is one of the most difficult of all literary forms to writep 
and Margaret Laurence's achievement is all the more remarkable 
because good . f . . ,28 Canadian ch1ldren's antasy 1s almost non-exlstenta 
Another sums up by declaring 0 aaaSal could be Swiss or Scandinavian 
or Japanese for that matterp for her experience and feelings will be 
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accepted as their own by children everywherea 0 
Two more books for children followed: Sjx Parn Cows which 
appeared in 1979 was meant as a child 0 s own early reading book; lha 
Christmas Birthday Storyp published in 1980P was a retelling of the 
Nativity in slightly less simple Language for somewhat older readersa 
Both are attractively illustrated and produced but neither is 
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outstandingo 
The Diviners, the novel over which she had struggled for four 
years, finally came out in 1974o This event marked the peak of her 
careero In 1975 she received the Governor General 0 s Medal, the Molson 
Prize and four honorary degreeso However, the novel had a mixed 
reception from the criticso Some were wary of reviewing it as they 
were loth to risk having to detract from the reputation of an author 
who was by now a national institutiono In fact, the novel reflects 
the difficulties the author experienced in the writingo Longer than 
her previous works, it gives the impression of being a final attempt 
to say everything she had ever said before, a summation of all that 
she had thought and felt about life and those who live ito It is not 
structurally untidy, yet it is hard to come to grips with ito There 
is so much there, it is difficult to know where to begino It has the 
feel of a valediction, as indeed it has proved to beo 
A selection of her occasional writing for magazines and 
newspapers was published in 1976 as Hgpr~f a Strangero It is a 
collection of uneven worth with some trivial entries of laboured 
jokinesso In 1977 she received the Periodical Distributors Award for 
the mass paperback edition of A Jest of Godo Up until her death in 
January 1987, she did not write another novel, though in the last few 
months of her life she was working with her daughter Jocelyn on her 
memoirso 
The year Ihe Diviners was published was another turning point in 
her lifeo She sold her English home and returned to live permanently 
in Canadao She did not return to live in the West where her roots 
were, but bought a yellow brick house in Lakefield near Peterborough 
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in Ontarioc In 1974 she said that there was one piece of unfinished 
business: 0to go back to Neepawap but 1°m kind of scared to. 030 There 
she busied herself with numerous public engagements and with her 
workc She saw herself as the elder statesman among the young writers 
coming along to take her placec Far from resenting themp she was 
actively encouragingp seeing them as the new generation of diviners 
who will discover new truths and in so doing take the novel along yet 
another path in its changing historyc She had more time to devote to 
the feminist movement and to furthering the cause of Canadian writers 
as one of the founder members of the Canadian Writers 0 Union 31 
When Mrs Laurence set down the final sentence of The Diviners, 
0 Morag returned to the housep to write the remaining private and 
fictional words and to set down the title. 0 32 she publicly announced 
that she was finished with Manawaka and its womenc This was to be her 
last novelc At the age of forty-seven she was written out. The 
critics and her readers refused to accept this prophecyp but as it 
happenedp it proved to be true. Howeverp this does not affect the 
solid body of work on which her reputation is foundedp beginning with 
the first Manawaka novelp The Stone Angels 
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Pride and Grace Dwelt Never in One Place 
Young womanp attractivep genteelly educatedp of well-to-do 
familyp marriesp against her father's wishesp handsomep virilep 
uncouth and happy-go-Lucky widower fourteen years her senior: we all 
recognise the familiar recipe for disastera M{salliances such as this 
happen with depressing regularitya In spite of the fairy tales' 
wishful thinking and Barbara Cartland's assurances to the contraryp 
once marriedp people do not necessarily Live happily ever aftera 
Hagar Curriep who made the mistake of believing this romantic 
scenariop had just such a naive confidence in the efficacy of the 
marriage Lines to make everything come righta This monumental error 
on her part determined the course of her Life for more than sixty 
years and is the foundation on which Margaret Laurence built her 
novel The Stone Angela The book allows us to Look backp with Hagarp 
on the events Leading up to her marriage to Bram Shipleyp and more 
especially at the direction her Life followed after this act which at 
a stroke cut her off irrevocably from everything she had had beforep 
or could expect to have in the futurea Howeverp the novel is about 
much more than that symptomatic gesture of defiancea It is about a 
Life Laid waste by a pride so great that it blinds its possessor to 
the needs of those around her and brings her to her ninetieth year 
still unaware of how things could have been a Unloving and 
unfulfilledp she has yet to recognise why her Life has been so 
joyless; indeedp she has not admitted that this is truea The bookp 
thenp is really about Hagar's journeyp in memoryp through the 
spiritual wilderness of her Long Life to a final state of gracea 
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The author uses a device she follows to a greater or lesser 
degree in all her novelso This requires the reader to move back and 
forth in time from the humdrum life going on round about, to the 
inner world of the central character, who has reached a crisis pointo 
In Hagar 0 s case we move with her down the last few months of her long 
life towards her death, while at the same time returning with her on 
a journey which leads her from her childhood and young womanhood as 
Hagar Currie through her marriage to Bram Shipley to her life as a 
married woman, mother, mother-in-law and grandmothero Each return to 
the past begins in the present and arises from some simple event or 
chance remark which occurs in the quiet, orderly life she now leads 
with her son Marvin and his wife Deriso The crisis point, however, is 
not her approaching death but the discovery that Marvin and Doris 
wish to put her in the Silverthreads Home for the agedo 
A good many reviewers have criticised what they regard as a too 
orderly sequence of events in the flashbackso Hagar recalls her past 
step by step in a chronology which is seen as artificialo Margaret 
Laurence accepts this as a valid comment, but admits to feeling that, 
in the end, it was the only way she could accomplish her tasko She 
reasons that the flashbacks, presented as a jumble of events out of 
sequence, would raise an unnecessary barrier between the reader and 
the book 0 s contento Certainly, since the reader is already required 
to move back and forth in time, it is an advantage not to have to 
operate one 0 s own retrieval system for the re-arranging of episodes 
in order of occurrence as wello Is it necessary to see these events 
in sequence? A random account of things past would not have the 
dramatic impact which the ordered account of events provides, as we 
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watch the steady march towards Hagar's inevitable destruction of her 
husband and her younger sona In effect, it may be a more artificial 
device, but it serves the reader bettera 
The situation facing Hagar is a universal one - one which sooner 
or Later we all encountero Each of us will grow old, each of us may 
have to deal with elderly parentsa In one case our outlook would 
inevitably be different from our outlook in the othera Cleverly, 
Margaret Laurence only hints at what is going on in the minds of 
Marvin and Doriso She does not seek to make the reader relate to them 
and their difficulties, which we can recognise must be intolerable at 
timesa That would be another story and it would dilute the sympathy 
which we are asked to feel for this amazing old womano We can only 
marvel at how patiently and comparatively equably they have borne 
their burdens for so Longo We are asked to view the situation through 
eyes a She is so irascible, contrary, critical and 
condescending that the reader frequently Loses patience with her, but 
the author invites us to understand, if not to condone, what Hagar 
comes to realise all too well are her many faults, even if she 
refuses almost to the very end to admit them to anyone, much Less to 
herselfa The novel is about a woman who is so strong, so unbending, 
so proud that her own Life, that of her father, her husband and her 
youngest son are all destroyeda The elder son, Marvin, only survives 
because he goes awayo And all this because she is unable to Let 
anyone into her innermost being, to allow her inner privacy to be 
invaded, to tell people how she feels, to actually say anything 
Loving or kind which might suggest weaknessa She has never Learned to 
givea She is hard and cold, Like stone; she cannot see the effect she 
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has on others; she is the stone angel she so despises yet cannot 
ignore. 
Why is she Like this? At the beginning of the novel Hagar does 
not even recognise these qualities in herself. Strong and 
self-sufficient, she has never had to Look at herself, or the effect 
she has on others. She has Lived with Doris and Marvin for sixteen 
years and does not see that she intimidates her daughter-in-Law, whom 
she despises, and alienates her son who hates discord, is fiercely 
Loyal to his wife, yet Longs in his inarticulate way for his mother's 
Love and approval still. It is~ house and~ things furnish it. 
She never forgets that. But old age and an insidious disease have 
gradually made it impossible for her to be self-sufficient, and pain 
and infirmity eat away at her strength. As her memory takes her more 
and more frequently into the past she is slowly Led to a 
self-knowledge which she can scarcely accept. Even at the very Last 
she cannot easily say she is sorry or admit that she may have been 
wrong. Her pride has been her undoing. 
It is indeed a remarkable achievement on the author's part that 
she is able to sustain the reader's sympathy for Hagar even when she 
is at her most unlovable. The pride which made us all too often 
impatient with her is actually the very characteristic which claims 
our admiration when we see her proudly fighting to remain free and 
independent. 'The pride that destroyed her relations with others has 
given her the strength to be herself to the very end - and Let death 
do what is may.• 1 According to Claudetts Pollock, the paradox of~ 
Stone Angel is that 'one regards Hagar, who sins far more than she is 
sinned against, in a charitable Light.• 2 
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Almost certainly Dr Benjamin Spock and his fellow child 
psychologist would suggest that Hagar's inability to give love stems 
from her childhood. Her mother died giving birth to her, so she was 
deprived from the beginning of the motherly cuddling and touching 
that would normally have been given her. She did not learn to love or 
show affection through being loved. Once, when her father embraced 
her after he had punished her, she 'felt caged and panicky and wanted 
to push him away, but didn't dare.• <The Stone Angel, p.10) Of 
course, Auntie Doll was there, but somehow no one took her very 
seriously - the poor relation who inhabited the social no-man's land 
allotted to housekeepers and governesses. The household was very much 
male-oriented with two older brothers and a forceful, benign tyrant 
father, Jason Currie. The latter's tendency to beat sense into his 
children taught Hagar too early to practise self-control. There is no 
doubt she learned all too well not to show her feelings. But nurture 
was not all. Hagar's own nature, inherited from her father whom she 
at times feared, at others despised, and never loved, was the source 
of most of her inability to give. She herself recognises this, she 
'who didn't want to resemble him in the least, was sturdy like him 
and bore his hawkish nose and stare that could meet anyone's without 
blinking an eyelash.' (pp7-8) Her father too was aware of the 
resemblance. '"you take after me," he said, ••• "You've got backbone, 
I'll give you that."' (p.10) For backbone we can, of course, read 
pride, for this was what it was. 'Both of us were blunt as bludgeons. 
We hadn't a scrap of subtlety between us.• (p.43) says Hagar. Her own 
natural tendencies were strengthened by her father's - his pride in 
his achievements (he was a self-made man), his own sense of 
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superiority because he came from a good Scots family, his 
Presbyterian faith in the virtue of hard work. Margaret Laurence 
makes sure we appreciate that the very characteristics which made 
Jason Currie a successful pioneer made him a failure as a human 
being. 'Pride endangers a soul because ••• it can be made to look Like 
something else •••• In this novel it wears its favourite North American 
false face. It looks like sturdy independence, like courage, like 
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"character"'. He thought little of his two sons, Matt and Daniel, 
because they were weak, and Hagar suspects that he had despised her 
mother because of her lack of spirit. When she is asked to pretend to 
be her mother in an effort to comfort the dying Daniel, she is unable 
to assume this role, so Matt has to sit by his brother's bedside 
wrapped in his mother's old plaid shawl that Dan may think in his 
delirium that he is reunited at last with her whom he loved so much. 
Hagar is 'shaken by torments he never even suspected, wanting above 
all else to do the thing he asked, but unable to do it, unable to 
bend enough'. (p.25) Indeed, 'her lifetime involves a whole series of 
role demands, none of which she is able to meet. ,4 Jason Currie 
encouraged his daughter to feel that she was better than the rest of 
the townsfolk in Manawaka. She was 'haughty, hoity-toity, Jason 
Currie's black-haired daughter• (p.6) and Jason Currie was the town's 
most prosperous citizen. Early in life she was encouraged to be a 
snob, to observe the social proprieties required of the town's first 
family. Certain children such as Lottie Drieser and Henry Pearl were 
considered unsuitable as playmates or as guests at parties in the big 
house Jason built as the visible sign of his importance in Manawaka 
and in his own eyes. When she was nineteen she was sent to 
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Toronto to a young Ladies' academy to be prepared for the role her 
father envisioned she would fill his daughter, hostess to his 
friends, then Later wife to a man he Looked upon as suitable. Hagar 
describes herself as a 'dark-maned colt, off to the training ring' 
(p.42) as though she were to be broken as horses are. This idea of 
taming either people or nature reverberates throughout the novel. The 
pioneers, that generation to which Jason Currie belonged, had found 
that those who tamed their own wilder nature succeeded best in taming 
the wilderness of the country they had come to conquer and settle. To 
survive and defeat nature, one had to root out weaknesses in self, 
because it was a fight to the death. The young horse with its wilful 
unschooled nature must Learn to subdue its wishes to those of its 
rider. It must be broken. The wild horse of the American West has 
always been a symbol of wild natural freedom. There are also sexual 
associations with the horse, as illustrated in Peter Shaffer's play 
Eguus. Hagar fears and dislikes the horses on the farm. She prefers 
the paper beasts depicted in the reproduction of Rosa Bonheur's 
painting 'The Horse Fair'. (p.83) Bram, who at the beginning of the 
story is the personification of strong physical and sexual energy, 
Loves the creatures 'so high and heavy they seemed, so muscular, so 
much their own masters- I (Hagar) never felt I could handle them'. 
(p.83) Hagar's conversion into a Lady involves subduing many of her 
natural instincts and acquiring a set of values which reinforce her 
haughty sense of self-satisfaction. By subduing her fiery nature 
under the constraints of proper appearance, pride is given free rein. 
So, she came back two years Later having Learned 
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embroidery, and French, and menu-planning for a five-course meal, 
and poetry, and how to take a firm hand with servants, and the 
most becoming ways of dressing my hair. (p.12) 
Then at twenty-four years of age, the handsome, proud Hagar meets 
the last man in the world her father would wish to have for a 
son-in-law. 
Hagar's ill-conceived marriage to Bram Shipley is central to the 
novel. Why did she do it? How did she come to commit such an act of 
monumental folly? Was it a deliberate act of defiance directed at her 
father? Was she, unconsciously, perhaps showing her contempt for the 
social pretensions she felt existed in Manawaka? Significantly the 
author does not give us straight answers and she suggests that Hagar 
does not really know the reasons for her behaviour herself she 
guesses at the truth but she never faces it outright. At the time 
when she meets Bram at a dance, she has consistently snubbed each of 
the young men her father has brought to the house for her to meet, 
whether through pure perversity because her father has chosen them, 
or because she found them genuinely boring we are not sure. Bram 
could not have been more different. She was captivated by his sheer 
animal vitality and his gaiety. 'Whatever anyone said of him, no one 
could deny he was a good-Looking man. It's not every man who can wear 
a beard. His suited him. He was a big-built man, and he carried 
himself so well. I could have been proud, going to town or church 
with him, if only he'd never opened his mouth', (pp. 69-70) she 
recalls Later. She remembers too that he was always Laughing. Hagar 
even found his dirty fingernails attractive. Such is her naivete, 
coupled with the romantic side of her nature which as a child made 
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her Long to be a Highlander Like her forebears, that to her Bram is a 
hero from an adventure storyo 0 1 fancied I heard in his Laughter the 
bravery of battalionso I though he Looked a bearded Indian, so brown 
and beaked a faceo The black hair thrusting from his chin was rough 
as thistleso The next instant, though, I imagined him rigged out in a 
suit of gray soft as a dove 0 s breast-feathers 0 o (po45) Lottie 
Drieser 0 s opinion was rather Less flattering- 0 "Common as dirt, as 
everyone knows," she breathed, "and he 0 s been seen with half-breed 
girls o11 0 (po47) 
Later in Life Hagar wonders whether she might not have done as 
she did had Lottie not made that remarko Her announcement that she 
intends to marry him is as much a bombshell to the reader as it is to 
Jason Currieo She makes no mention of how or when Bram courts her and 
we can only assume that it was a clandestine affair and fairly briefo 
Once she had decided on her course there was no going back, nor did 
she wish it at the timea She felt free, unencumbered, as she 
described ito In her inexperience she was 0 certain that Father would 
soften and yield, when he saw how Brampton Shipley prospered, 
gentled, Learned cravats and grammar 0 a (p~SQ) Women have always 
imagined that they could mould their men into the people they want 
them to beo If there is mutual Love and respect sometimes they can, 
but this has to be done by stealth, using tact and compromise, while 
being prepared to change tooa Hagar had not the faintest conception 
of how to do thiso So, she marries Bram, her black-haired pirate, and 
effectively cuts herself off from family and friendso The course of 
her Life is changed forever, as indeed is Bram 0 Sa It is significant 
that Hagar never once admits her erroro She recognises their mutual 
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unhappinessp but her pride will not allow her to actually suggest 
that she had been wrongo 
Thus the scene is set for the next twenty-four years: Long years 
of unremitting toilp poverty and social ostracismo Much Later she 
summed it up in this way: 0 The smell of it came back to mep the 
bone-wearinessp the gray eternal scum of soap on tin wash basins'a 
(pa212) We early see how things are going to bea On the day of their 
weddingp on their arrival at the Shipley placep Bram presents Hagar 
with a cut-glass decanter with a silver topp obviously feeling he is 
giving her something very grand and beautifulo She scarcely looks at 
itp sets it aside and does not even say thank youa Thenp when he 
suggest they make lovep she remarksp 0 "It seems to me that Lottie 
Drieser was right about youa" 0 (pa51) These two incidents illustrate 
so very clearly why the marriage was doomeda First of allp Hagar was 
totally blind to other people 0 s feelingso She rarely saw the effect 
that her actions and remarks had on othersa She was one of those 
people who find it easy to be critical and rarely give out praiseo 
They have such an innate sense of their own superiority that nothing 
anyone else does is completely satisfactoryo She had married Bram 
against her father 0 s wishes because she thought she despised the 
latter 0 s values and aspirationsp which she saw as pretensionso Yetp 
once marriedp she applied the same yardstick to Bram and Later to her 
sonso She criticised his appearancep his speechp his manners and his 
daydreamso In the end she destroyed any spark of ambition he had had 
and quenched his laughter forevero She reminded him so often of the 
Currie superiority that he once urinated on the doorstep of the 
Currie General Store in a drunken act of bravadoa He was driven more 
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and more to drinking with his cronies and took up with the social 
outcasts of Manawaka who at least accepted him for what he wasa He 
could always feel superior to the lowest of the low - the Indiansp 
the half-breeds and the Poles or Bohunksp those ignorant immigrants 
from Eastern Europe whom the settlers from Britain despised as stupid 
peasantso It used to anger Hagar to listen to the vainglorious 
stories of his plans for the future which he told to such peoplep 
when they came to the farm to help with the threshingp and she was 
humiliated on seeing how these men laughed secretly at what they knew 
was idle boastingo Bram was a weak man and she made him weakera Such 
people as Hagar tend to bring out the worst in peoplep especially 
those less strong than themselveso In a moment of insight during her 
memories she admits: 0 aoahere 0 s the joker in the pack- we 1 d each 
married for those qualities we later found we couldn°t bearp he for 
my manners and speechp I for his flouting of them 1 a (ppa79-80) 
Another of Hagar 0 s failings was her inability to utter two very 
important phrases - "I 1 m sorrya" and "I love youa" Margaret Laurence 
makes much of the inarticulacy from which so many people sufferp 
making true understanding of each other so difficulto Jason Currie 
and his daughter had not been able to communicate with one anothero 
The sister knew so little of her brothers that things she learned 
about them after they were dead amazed hero Somehow these fourp then 
threep then two people had lived in the same house for a score or 
more of years and it was as though they had lived aloneo So it was 
with Bram and Hagaro They communicated with one another only on a 
trivial levelp living out their separate lives in the same house and 
only meeting in beda Hagar becomes aware ~f this inability to 
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communicate with others as she lies dying and she wishes she could 
warn her grandsonp or anyonep but she cannotc 0 l 0 m choked with it 
nowp the incommunicable yearsp everything that happened and was 
spoken or not spoken°c Cpc296) This damaging inability of one human 
to communicate on a significant basis with another human being is one 
of the dominant themes in the Manawaka novelsc 
Hagar had had little preparation for the sexual side of marriagec 
In this she would be no different from most of the young women of her 
generationp few of whom would have had any sex education at allc The 
motherless Hagar was more likely than most to enter marriage ignorant 
even of the sex act itselfc She thought 0 lovecccmust consist of words 
and deeds delicate as lavender sachets 0 c Cpc89) There is little 
wonderp thereforep that she did not associate love with what Bram did 
to her in bedc However.? we are given numerous hints that Hagar is 
sexually aroused and could enjoy the act of lovep if she would allow 
herself to do soc Againp she cannot let herself unbend enough to show 
her pleasure - it would not be lady-likep and it would mean givingp 
something she cannot doc She recognises in herself those dark 
thoughts her father referred to as belonging to menp and by 
implication to himc Indeedp we know that he had once tried to have a 
liaison with Lottie Drieser 0 s mothero Had Hagar been able to be 
Bram 0 s lover as well as his wife that might have been enough to unite 
themo Yet the author suggests otherwiseo If they had been equal in 
bedp Bram would have lost all his power over his proud wifeo At least 
in bed she submittedo And SOp 0 Twenty-four yearsp in allp were 
scoured away like sandbanks under the spate of our wrangle and 
bicker 0 o (pc116) 
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Hagar 0 s blindness and her pride affected her children°s Lives 
tooo The first child, Marvin, she felt hardly anything for at all, 
because he was what she considered a typical Shipley - stolid, 
Lumpish and unimaginativeo The day Bram took her to the hospital for 
the birth, she felt 0 that the child he wanted would be his, and none 
of mine ••• that I had sucked my secret pleasure from his skin, but 
wouldn°t care to walk in broad daylight on the streets of Manawaka 
with any child of his 0 • (p.100) The child Longed for her approval, 
yet she never saw this. When he was a Little boy he would report to 
her after doing his chores, hoping for a word of praise and all she 
could do was shoo him away. The poignancy of that sturdy Little 
figure hovering at her skirts silently pleading for a Look or a touch 
completely escaped her. Bram is aware of how Marvin feels and of the 
hurt he suffers because of his mother 0 s indifference. After all he 
has had some experience in this direction himselfo He thinks 0 "He'LL 
be as well, away." 0 (p.129) Even then Hagar does not realise what is 
meant, though she admits to feeling an unfamiliar emotion when Marvin 
comes to say good-bye before Leaving for World War One. 
I didn°t know what to say to him. I wanted to beg him to Look 
after himself •••• ! wanted all at once to hold him tightly, plead 
with him, against all reason and reality, not to go. But I didn°t 
want to embarrass both of us, nor have him think I had taken 
leave of my senses (p.129) 
Once again her fear of appearing foolish or soft stops her words 
in her throat, so Marvin never hears how she feels. And he remains 
away when the war is over. By going away he leaves behind a home 
where he has always felt second-best to his younger brother, John. He 
is indeed better away. Hagar 0 s attitude to John is coloured by the 
fact that he is born while Bram is absent, so she has not had to 
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suffer the humiliation of his presence at the hospital. Also, John is 
physically more attractive and altogether more Lively. Immediately 
his mother tries to set him apart from the Shipleys. ~is Like the 
Currie side of the family.~ has his Grandfather Currie's get up and 
go. He'LL make something of himself. Right from the start John is 
alienated from his father and burdened with the responsibility of 
fulfilling his mother's ambitions for him. She asks too much of a boy 
who has inherited more of his father's weakness than is apparent to 
his mother. 
Early in the marriage Hagar has ceased to go into town with Bram 
because of the humiliation she experienced on account of his manners 
and speech when they did so. Thus she cut herself off bit by bit from 
the people she knew. She had no visitors to the farm except faithful 
Auntie Doll, and as the years went by she was Less and Less in touch 
with what went on in Manawaka. Because of this she was completely 
unaware of the effect her marriage and her behaviour had on her two 
boys. She did not know that her sons were figures of ridicule and 
abuse among the children of better-off families. To be fair, she did 
stop sending Marvin to school in a sailor suit, thus marking him out 
from the rest who all wore overalls, but as time went on and their 
financial situation worsened she cared Less and Less. She did not 
realise that the Shipley name set Marvin and John apart, forcing them 
to play with children from the wrong side of the tracks Like the 
halfbreed Tonnerres. Marvin bore it stoically and never mentioned it. 
John was more volatile by nature. His mother used to marvel at the 
number of fights he seemed to get into. And it was from him she 
Learned of the hateful nickname, the Shitleys, which the children had 
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given them. She complains that John 'had the knack of gathering the 
weirdest crew, and when I asked him why he didn't chum with Henry 
Pearl's boys or someone halfway decent like that, he'd only shrug and 
retreat into silence'. (p.127) He ganged up with the halfbreed 
Tonnerres amongst whom he was always trying to show his superior 
daring. Through John's association with the Tonnerres the author is 
able to introduce the theme of racial prejudice and the plight of the 
outsider, both of which are finally fully developed in The Djyiners. 
After twenty-four years of marriage which she endured in a state 
of suspended animation, certain that the bad times could not go on 
forever, a single event roused her from her sleep. When Lottie 
Drieser's daughter fails to recognise her, Hagar is stirred to take a 
good Look at herself- in the Local Rest Room mirror. What she saw 
appalled her. 'I stood for a Long time, Looking, wondering how a 
person could change so much and never see it. So gradually it 
happens'. (p.133) It is a tribute to the author's skill that the 
reader is as shocked as Hagar. Margaret Laurence has been at great 
pains to show how the ninety-year old Hagar Loves fine clothes, and 
how much store she sets by outward or proper appearance as a 
yardstick of respectability and worth. The picture we glimpse of this 
unkempt woman in her shabby ill-fitting clothes opens our eyes with 
telling impact to what the years have done. Hagar does not recognise 
the person who stares back at her. Surely that 'brown leathery face' 
didn't belong to her. 'Only the eyes were mine, staring as though to 
pierce the lying glass and get beneath to some truer image, 
infinitely distant'. (p.133) For the first time in years she sees 
herself as others see her. Margaret Laurence frequently uses a mirror 
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as a Literary device to show how the reality of what is actually 
reflected differs from what the viewer would Like to see, or imagines 
is seen. 
The sudden realisation of what both she and Bram had become broke 
the spell under which she had fallen. It was time to Leave. Bram made 
no move to stop her. Indeed, we feel that he is surprised that she 
has stayed so Long. So began part three of Hagar's Life. 
To move to a new place - that's the greatest excitement. For a 
while you believe you carry nothing with you- all is cancelled 
from before, or cauterized, and you begin again and nothing will 
go wrong this time. (p.155) 
The author has structured her novel in such a way that this 
flight from Manawaka and Bram is paralleled in the contemporary part 
of the story by Hagar's decision to run way to avoid having to go to 
Silverthreads, the Nursing Home she so much fears. 
In those sections dealing with present events we have been moving 
day by day through the everyday Life she Leads with Marvin and Doris 
in their comfortable home in Vancouver, toward the day when Marvin 
announces that she is booked to go into the Home in a week's time. 
Hints have been dropped that she is suffering from some sort of 
serious ailment, probably cancer. The author spares us none of the 
details of the inconveniences of growing old, with the attendant 
unpleasant tasks which Doris, who is, after all, around sixty years 
old, finds increasingly difficult to perform. Between fits of rampant 
memory, as Hagar calls it, we Listen to this unrepentant, stubborn 
old woman keeping her unloved, and in some ways unlovely, 
daughter-in-Law firmly in her place. She has a very Low opinion of 
Doris altogether and it causes Marvin a great deal of secret anguish 
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to see his wifep whom he lovesp so little valued by the mother he 
also loveso We tend to agree with part of Hagar's assessment of 
Dorisp though we sympathise with her for having to deal with her 
cantankerous mother-in-law and on the whole we admire how well she 
copeso Hagar comes across as a vainp rather spitefulp and greedy old 
woman who hides her infirmities and her fears for the future with 
barbs from her sharp tongueo Recurrent twinges of remorse are never 
longlived and her keen sense of self overrides all other 
considerationso She will fight to the last to avoid making 
concessions either to her own failing flesh or to her well-meaning 
relativeso The author is so skilful in her portrayal of the aged 
Hagar and her fight to remain independent that the reader is forced 
to sayP "Yesp that is exactly how it must have beeno" Indeedp it has 
been suggested that this novel should be required reading for anyone 
undertaking the care of old peopleo As she lies in bedp contriving 
ways and meansp she says 1 I 1 ve taken matters into my own hands 
beforep and can againp if need beooooRevelations are saved for times 
of actual needp and now one comes to me 1 o (po139) Only a few pages 
earlier in the novel as she plans to leave Manawakap she says: 'Each 
venture and launching is impossible until it becomes necessaryp and 
then there 0 s a way and it doesn°t do to be too fussy about the 
means 0 o (po135) Through this juxtaposition Margaret Laurence leaves 
us in no doubt that the two acts of flight are to be considered 
togethero Hagar succeeds surprisingly well and we have the scene set 
for the last half of the story which deals with her adventure in 
getting to Shadow Pointp with her stay therep and then with the final 
weeks of her life as she lies dying in hospitalo 
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Interwoven into the present is the sad story of her life as 
housekeeper in Vancouver for an elderly recluse called Mr Oatley, 
and of the loss of her two men, John and Bram. In becoming Mr 
Oatley's housekeeper Hagar acquires a safe, comfortable, even 
luxurious, background better fitted to her education and early 
experience than the Shipley place. Throughout the novel the author 
uses the house as a symbol of Hagar's fluctuating fortunes. As Jason 
Currie's daughter she inhabits one of the finest dwellings in 
Manawaka. In it people live an orderly existence well protected from 
the wild countryside without. After her marriage she becomes mistress 
of a ramshackle grey wooden house, stark and 
deteriorates over the years, even as she and 
square, which 
her marriage do. 
Moreover, the house is out in the open prairie which the solid 
citizens of the town have turned their backs on. It is exposed to the 
wind and weather. Nature is only partially kept at bay as weeds 
invade the garden and the fields are but poorly tended. Bram is not 
made of the stuff required to stave off Nature's encroachment upon 
Man's domain. The house which Hagar inhabits with Mr Oatley is full 
of the kind of expensive objects which she values, but they have been 
acquired by rather dubious means, and neither she nor John feels 
really at home there. Margaret Laurence makes an important 
distinction between the exterior and interior of the Oatley mansion, 
a large edifice like the Currie house. If everything inside is 
orderly, the garden outside is filled with strange exotic growth like 
the monkey puzzle tree. The life that Hagar and her son live in that 
house is a lie. Only when Mr Oatley leaves her some money can she buy 
a place of her own. Is it any wonder she.baulks at having it sold by 
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Marvin and Doris? It is only in the tumbledown cannery at Shadow 
Point that she finally finds peace and a modicum of grace before 
returning to the smallest home of all, a hospital bed hardly larger 
than a coffin. At Mr Oatley's she may be surrounded by beautiful 
things, but it does not escape her sardonic wit that she is now in 
the same situation as Auntie Doll, a fate she never imagined she 
could share. She is required to assume an identity which in many ways 
suits her well, though we would think it a lonely existence. Once 
again she fails to see what is happening to John, who finds the 
responsibilities of being her man too much for him. His longing for 
some kind of acceptance after his experience in Manawaka leads him to 
fantasise first to his mother about his friends and then to his 
friends about Mr Oatley and the big house where he lives but does not 
belong. Finally life defeats him altogether and he returns to his 
home town to look after Bram who is dying and with whom he has kept 
secretly in touch. Early in the novel Hagar remarks on the closeness 
which existed between Bram and Marvin, a relationship which is broken 
when Marvin goes to war. Bram and John appear to have nothing in 
common - so she thinks. Yet it is John who is drawn to his father in 
the latter's need, and she is too obtuse to see why. When they were 
all three on the farm, her treatment of John cut him off from Bram. 
They resemble one another in that they are both basically weak men, 
destroyed by a woman of great strength, who asks them both to be 
other than themselves, and dooms both to failure because she asks the 
impossible. When Bram married Hagar he had no illusions about 
himself, but he got by and life was joyful. Hagar killed his joy and 
gave him none of the respect he needed to continue respecting 
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himself. John's natural eagerness for life was soon driven 
underground, to surface in wild deeds of bravado, one of which 
brought about his death. The targets his mother set for him were too 
high, and he soon accepted his low evaluation of himself. He 
understood his mother better than she understood herself and knew 
from bitter experience what she had done to her husband. No wonder he 
felt drawn to his father and to a life without joy or hope. For a 
time we think Arlene may save him, but is this realistic? John's 
gentle remark to Hagar, '"You always bet on the wrong horse. Marv was 
your boy, but you never saw that, did you?"' (p.237) suggests 
otherwise. The author respects her readers too much to propose facile 
solutions. In a way John's death seems a blessed release for a 
tormented soul. With his last breath he demonstrated how well he knew 
his mother. '"Never mind. Never mind." He put a hand on mine, as 
though he were momentarily caught in an attempt to comfort me for 
something that couldn't be helped'. (p.242) Thus did the dying 
comfort the living. 
The story of Bram's squalid death in a drink-induced twilight, 
and of John's equally terrible end is gradually revealed as Hagar 
wanders about, in and out of the buildings of the old cannery where 
she is hiding. The final episode, John's wayward act leading to his 
killing his lover, Arlene Simmons, and to his own pain-racked death 
is told, in the dark, out loud, to a stranger called Murray F. Lees 
who has already revealed that he also has lost a son, in a fire for 
which he somehow feels responsible. It is significant here that Hagar 
at last tells her story to someone else - and that she is finally 
able to weep for her lost men. The catharsis complete, she is forced 
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to face the Little future she has Left and make the best of it. 
It is essential to acknowledge the great importance Margaret 
Laurence places on the flight to Shadow Point. On the face of it, 
Hagar runs away to avoid being relegated to the nursing home. 
However, at a deeper Level she has embarked on a voyage of 
self-discovery which requires her to accept that part of her, the 
unconscious, or what Jung calls the shadow, hence the name Shadow 
Point. This flight/journey calls for a descent into the depths of her 
Self, so Hagar must struggle down overgrown steps into a place of 
both dereliction and rank natural growth. Especially significant is 
the presence of the sea, that final symbol of the_ depths from which 
all Life has sprung and to which Hagar refers frequently, either 
directly or indirectly. She feels threatened by its presence yet also 
strangely drawn to an element where she imagines man can cut Loose 
from physical inhibitions. 'Now I could fancy myself there among them 
(the drowned), tiared with starfish thorny and purple, braceleted 
with shells Linked on Limp chains of weed, waiting until my 
encumbrance of flesh floated clean away and I was free and skeletal 
and could journey with tides and fishes.' (p.162) It is important to 
note, too, that when Hagar is dying she thinks of herself as under 
the sea. She will soon have her wish and indeed be free. At Shadow 
Point the side of her nature which she had always suppressed surfaces 
for a time and she allows herself momentary periods of enjoyment. She 
takes pleasure in her natural surroundings and compares herself to 
Meg Merrilies the old gypsy in Keats' poem, remembered from Long ago, 
'Hagar, defiant to the Last, prefers (to the twenty-third psalm) a 
poem about a strong, wandering woman, a colourful non-conformist, a 
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social outcast like 5 herself'. She decks her hair with dead but 
beautiful June bugs, in place of the inappropriate prim hat she had 
chosen to wear when she set off on her adventure. When she stumbles, 
falls and cannot rise, she swears like a trooper. This is quite a 
reversal for one who has always been so insistent on correct speech. 
It is impossible to ignore the extensive symbolism which the author 
employs throughout this part of the novel. The descent into a hidden 
place, and the presence of the sea with its mythical creatures give 
way to the symbol of the gypsy life with Meg Merrilies as a free 
spirit in tune with the natural world around her. She is a part of 
the wilderness which symbolises the untamed, both in nature and of 
the human spirit. Hagar always was in touch with the natural world. 
Throughout the novel she constantly refers to the plants and trees 
she sees around her. She responds to them more than she does to 
people. The pioneers had come and tamed the wilderness, setting up 
boundaries or limits, building walls and fences to hold back what was 
untamed or untamable. In the first two and a half pages of the book 
there is an extended and explicit metaphor centering around the 
Manawaka cemetery and the stone angel standing over the Currie plot. 
We are shown a place where human hands have attempted to create a 
civilised oasis in an uncouth land. But Hagar notices that 
sometimes throughout the hot rush of disrespectful wind that 
shook the scrub oak and the sparse couchgrass encroaching upon 
the dutifully cared-for habitations of the dead, the scent of the 
cowslips would rise momentarily. They were tough-rooted, these 
wild and gaudy flowers, and although they were held back at the 
cemetery's edge, torn out by loving relatives determined to keep 
the plots clear and clearly civilized, for a second or two a 
person walking there could catch the faint, musky, dust-tinged 
smell of things that grew untended and had grown always, before 
the portly peonies and the angels with rigid wings, when the 
prairie bluffs were walked through only by Cree with enigmatic 
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faces and greasy hair. (p.5) 
The reference to the Indians of course suggests that there are wild 
people too who must be kept out. These are personified in the 
Tonnerres with whom John seeks excitement and friendship, and who 
seem to have a wildness of nature which makes them alien to the sober 
citizens of Manawaka. Not quite Indians, neither are they quite like 
the British settlers. 
The pioneers 0 struggle to ignore the natural wildness around them 
is typified by the Currie house which Hagar describes as 
0 antimacassared in the wilderness 0 • (p.43) The constant struggle to 
hold back the physical wilderness is paralleled by the spiritual 
struggle to tame man's baser instincts, as required by the 
Presbyterian and Calvinist teaching of the time. All too often this 
led to spiritual pride. Margaret Laurence wishes the reader to 
associate Hagar Shipley with the biblical Hagar who was condemned to 
wander in the wilderness because she thought herself above her 
station once she had born a son to Abraham. Her pride brought about 
her ex i le in the loneliness 6 of the desert places. Hagar's pride 
condemns her to a life of spiritual segregation and sterility, 
because she represses those feelings in herself which could mean loss 
of control, or in personal hurt if she opened up to another. She pays 
dearly for the civilising influence referred to at the beginning of 
the book. (She) 0 in a sense is still paying for the conquest of the 
land which demanded that the pioneers so ruthlessly conquer 
themselves •••• the difficulty is that she cannot "un-conquer" 
7 herself 0 • However, her free association of herself with Meg 
Merrilies signifies a loosening of this rigid control, making it 
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possible for her Later, when in hospital to recognise that 'pride was 
my wilderness•. (p.292) 
Gradually this search for some self-understanding becomes a 
religious quest. 'Perhaps I've come here not to hide but to seek'. 
(p.192) What had begun as a negative act of defiance and escape may 
really be a going forward instead of a running from. Soon after her 
arrival in the old cannery, in the gray dwelling which she 
successively calls a fortress, my house, my castle, she finds an old 
bed awaiting her rest and says 'My room has been prepared for me'. 
(p.155) An old rusty bucket in which she finds water becomes 'a well 
in the wilderness'. (p.187) As darkness begins to fall on her second 
night, Hagar sings 'Abide With Me'. Then her father confessor 
arrives - not a very prepossessing one, in the person of Murray F. 
Lees, salesman with the Dependable Life Assurance Company. They share 
a cup of wine and some of Hagar's unleavened crackers; then Hagar is 
at Last able to face up to her part in her son's death and mourn for 
her men. She finds she is able to reveal to someone feelings and 
thoughts never expressed openly before. Then, when they part, she can 
bring herself to reach out to touch his wrist, apologise for harsh 
words spoken a few moments before, and say how sorry she is about his 
own Lost child. The reaching out, the touching, the apology they 
are all new experiences for the proud old woman. 
And so, to the end of the Long journey. When brother Matt died, 
Auntie Doll said he simply Let himself die without a struggle and 
Hagar 'found this harder to bear than his death even. Why hadn't he 
writhed, cursed, at Least grappled with the thing?' (p.60) Hagar does 
not give in so easily. Margaret Laurence's choice of epigraph-a part 
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of Dylan Thomas' poem where he urges: 'Do not go gentle into that 
good night, Rage, rage against the dying of the light• 8-leaves us in 
no doubt as to how Hagar will go into that good night. Hagar is 
unrepentant to the Last. Although she does acquire a good deal of 
self-knowledge, even if a bit late, she finds it hard to change. 'I'm 
ashamed. But I won't take back the words ••• Oh, I am unchangeable, 
unregenerate'. (p.293) 'Bless me or not, Lord, just as You please, 
for I I l L not beg'. (p.307) When Mr Troy, the minister at Doris' 
church, visits her in hospital, she asks him to sing the hymn I ALl 
People That on Earth Do Owe L L' for her. His fine singing voice r.10ves 
her deeply and, suddenly, as the Last Line 'Come ye before Him and 
rejoice' rings out in the ward, she realises for the first time what 
she had wanted from Life all the while, instead of the joyless, 
frozen existence hers had been. 
I must always, always, have wanted that - simply to re)olce. How 
is it I never could? I know. I know. How Long have I known? Or 
have I always known, in some far crevice of my heart, some cave 
too deeply buried, too concealed? Every good joy I might have 
held, in my man, or any child of mine or even the plain Light of 
morning, or walking the earth, all were forced to a standstill by 
some brake of proper appearances - oh, proper, to whom? When did 
I ever speak the heart's. truth? 
Pride was my wilderness, and the demon that Led me there was 
fear. I was alone, never anything else, and never free, for I 
carried my chains with me, and they spread out from me and 
shackled all I touched. Oh, my two, my dead. Dead by your own 
hands or by mine. Nothing can take away those years'. (p.292) 
Through her relationship with the other patients in the Large 
public ward where she finds herself to begin with, she becomes more 
aware for the first time of the sufferings of others - the poor 
German woman who prays all night in her own language for release in 
death, and the little bird of a woman, Elva Jardine, who will 
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probably never leave the hospital alive but keeps up a pretence for 
the sake of her husband. Hagar's initial irritation and impatience 
grow into sympathy. She at last learns to accept people for what they 
are, not for what they appear to be, and to accept help when offered. 
Appearances do not matter when you are face to face with death. She 
is quite upset when she is moved into a semi-private ward, but here 
too she is able to take a small step towards new understanding in 
comforting the young Chinese girl who comes to occupy the other bed. 
It is for this attractive though rather spoiled child that she 
performs her first truly unselfish act. Then, at last, in a final act 
of- she will not call it love- she gives Marvin what he wants, the 
assurance that he has been a better son to her than John. She feels 
that it is a lie, yet she knows she must say it, and once said, she 
recognises it as true. Unrepentant to the end she may be, but she has 
been granted a little insight. She is no longer quite so blind to the 
needs of others. 
Hagar, in fact, has been like the stone angel that gives the book 
its title, a title which is central to the core of the book, as image 
and symbol. Throughout the novel, in the process of developing this 
symbolism, the author uses words like stonily, transformed to stone, 
unable to bend, cold, unseeing, terrible strength when referring to 
Hagar. Indeed, she uses them about herself. The very first paragraphs 
of the novel draw our attention to this symbol of Victorian 
respectability and sentimentality. Hagar's father has imported the 
monument from Italy to stand over the grave of his wife in the family 
plot. The statue is 'the first, the largest, and certainly the 
costliest' angel in the cemetery. (p.3) Jason Currie had bought it 
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0 in pride to mark her bones and proclaim his dynastyp as he fancied, 
forever and a day 0 • (p.3) The most unusual feature of the angelp in 
Hagar 0 s viewp was that it was sightless - the eye sockets were empty. 
So the imposing memorial stood on a hill overlooking the townp remote 
and blindp a visible but unfeeling reminder of her father's dominance 
over the town. She regards the angel as the public expression of her 
father 0 s pretensionsp his pride in family, the importance placed on 
appearance. She suspects that he really despised his wife for her 
Lack of spiritp yet he has raised this showy monument to her. It was 
hypocrisy. Laterp she Like the angel was modelled into the young 
woman her father felt would do him creditp just as the sculptor had 
shaped the statue. She recalls the day when she arrived back from the 
East; how delighted he was with the result of his investment and how 
she wished he would 0 not nod and nod as though I were a thing and 
his 0 • (p.43) When she makes the grand gesture and marries Bramp it 
could seem that she had discarded all thisp but her nature was as 
unbending as the statuep her warmth Locked away and her insight into 
the value of human beings blurred by a set of standards acquired from 
her father and her education. Even though her marriage would seem to 
deny thisp she still cared for proper appearances. She was cold, hard 
and blindp and Like the statuep she is all that is Left of the Currie 
family to proclaim Jason°s dynasty. Yetp the author's technique in 
allowing Hagar to tell her own story makes it possible for the reader 
to recognisep from the old woman°s words and deedsp that beneath the 
cold unbending exterior Lies a passionate and sensuous nature which 
only finds outward expression in her Love of bright colours, 
especially in her clothes, in her reaction to the feel of things, and 
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in her enjoyment of foodo 
When Bram dies his daughters Gladys and Jess object but Hagar 
insists on his being buried with the Curriesp beneath the angelo She 
does not understand clearly herself whyp but her father and the 
son-in-law he refused to acknowledge end up as names on either side 
of the red marble namestone on the Currie plot in Manawaka cemeteryo 
John makes a perceptive comment which his mother only comes to 
understand at a much later dateo To him 0 they 0 re only different sides 
of the same coinp anywayp he and the Currieso They might as well be 
together there 0 o (po184) 
To Hagar it is not quite so simpleo Shep as a Curriep could not 
have a husband who was not worthy of a place in the family ploto In 
life he had failed to rise to the challenge of becoming like her 
fathero In death she would do it for himo As she herself is 
approaching deathp she recalls a visit she made with Marvin to the 
plot years after Bram diedo A young caretaker who does not know them 
shows them round like touristso To him it is merely the 
Currie/Shipley plotp a monument to two pioneering familieso Suddenly 
she comprehends what John had meanto 0 The both of themo Both the 
sameo Nothing to pick and choose between them nowo That was as it 
should be 0 o (po3Q6) They were both a part of that history which had 
seen the opening up of the Westo They had both been pioneers - one 
upright in the eyes of the worldp the other one 0 downright 0 by the 
standards Vanessa MacLeod mentions in A Bird in the Houseo To another 
generation they shared the same past and met the same fateo Hagar 
thus recognised a truth that makes a nonsense of the preconceptions 
she had taken into her marriagep and of the set of values which had 
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kept them apart. Of coursep because of the method Margaret Laurence 
uses in telling the storyp the reader is always aware of the truth 
long before Hagar herself sees it. We see what her eyes do notp and 
marvel at her blindness. 
Margaret Laurence is well aware of the ironies that fill 
everyone 0 s lives - the jokes of God she calls them. Indeed her second 
novel is called A Jest of God - a book about how things really are as 
opposed to the way Rachel Cameron imagines them to be. The Stone 
Angel is full of the ironiesp large and smallp which make up the web 
of Hagar 0 s life. We can but smile at her showing such a knowledge of 
how to handle men when she is commenting to herself on the game of 
mothers and fathers two small children are playing on the beach at 
Shadow Point. 9 0 Stupid girl. She knows nothing. Why won°t she praise 
him a little? She 1 s so sharp with him. He 0 ll become fed up in a 
minute. I long to warn her- watch outp watch outp you 1 ll lose him 1 • 
(p.188) Who better than Hagar would know that! Even Hagar laughed at 
the irony she saw in her becoming a housekeeper like Auntie Doll. 
0
"Like Auntie Doll/' I said. "That seems peculiar. You never know 
what 0 s going to happen to you in this life. 0 (P.141> Howeverp it is 
the larger ironies that form the important strands of the story. 
Hagar 0 s relationship with Lottie Drieser Simmons is full of ironical 
implications. As children together at school it was Lottie who was 
the outcast because of her illegitimacy while Hagar belonged to the 
favoured few. The latter started life with every imaginable advantage 
a child could have. Butp later she has to go to Lottie for help to 
enable her to escape from the farm and her life with Bram. Lottie has 
made a conventionalp suitable marriage with one of the respectable 
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boys of the town. She is now one of the elect and Hagar is not. Hagar 
knows that she will jump at the chance to buy anything which had been 
in the Currie familyp so this is how she raises the money to finance 
her flight. Of coursep we cannot forget that it was Lottie who made 
the remark about Bram which Hagar says might have influenced her 
decision to marry him. Thenp we get the feeling that these two women 
are fated to associate with one another because John falls in love 
with Lottie 0 s only child Arlene. 0 lf people had told me forty years 
ago that my son would fall for No-Name Lottie Drieser's daughterp I'd 
have laughed in their faces. 0 (p.203-204) Lottie and Hagar once more 
have to conspire togetherp for Lottie is as unwilling as Hagar to see 
the two marry. 
The reader is encouraged to wonder whether a marriage between 
these young people would have been any more successful than that of 
Bram and Hagar. Arlene 0 s childhood upbringing resembled Hagar's in 
many waysp and John is a Shipley! Of coursep we shall never knowp 
because the young ones have to be sacrificed to parental pridep 
Lottie 0 s as well as Hagar 0 s. By linking these two women together in 
two acts of complicityp Margaret Laurence is able to accentuate 
Hagar 0 s stature . .... . v1s-a-v1s Lottie. The latterp in spite of her 
anomalous position in Manawakan societyp has managed to acquire a 
certain social standing - something Hagar has thrown away. Lottiep in 
spite of her frailp fluffy outward appearance is quite tough 
underneathp 0 tiny and light with yellow hair fine as embroidery silkp 
bold as brass although her dress was patched and washed raw.' (p.11) 
Toughp or insensitivep she is quite as aware of the importance of 
proper appearance as is Hagar. Stillp in spite of Hagar 0 s fall in the 
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eyes of the world, she is able to use Lottie because she knows how 
well the Latter remembers who she was and what her family 
represented. Hagar can stoop to ask Lottie 0 s help without f~eling 
diminished because she still recalls what Manawaka thought of the 
Driesers Long ago. She thinks so little of Lottie really that she is 
able to use her without a qualm. Although we deplore this attitude in 
Hagar, the author has created in her a character so much bigger in 
every way than Lottie that we understand why it is done and fully 
appreciate the irony of the situation; we share Hagar 0 s recognition 
of the ironical twist in fortunes which makes it all necessary. 
Undoubtedly the greatest irony of all Lies in the way the Shipley 
boys turn out. John, whom Hagar regards as the one who will emulate 
her father and become somebody, turns out to be more of a Shipley 
than a Currie. Hagar considers him more fit than Marvin to receive 
the Currie plaid-pin which symbolised all that her father 0 s family 
stood for: its proud Scots originp the evocative crest and the 
stirring mottop 0 Gainsay Who Dare 0 • Yet John valued it so Little that 
he traded it for a jacknife. It had no relevance to his Life or 
times. Nor was he capable of acquiring the virtues implicit in its 
symbolism. The elder sonp whom Hagar had regarded as a typical 
Shipleyp and so rather inferior, Leaves home and at Least makes a 
Limited success of his Life. Free from any delusions of grandeurp 
Marvin, the plodderp the peaceloverp does more with his small talent 
than even his mother had done with all her promise - her beauty, her 
intelligencep her education. ALL that was somehow wasted. At the end 
all Hagar has to show for her Life is the Love of a son she has 
failed to take very seriously. At Least Marvin has the Love of a good 
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wife and the satisfaction of seeing two children apparently 
successfully launched into a career and marriage. 
The structure of The Stone Angel does make demands on the reader 
as the story shifts from present to past and back again, but the 
novelist handles the transition so well that the difficulty is 
minimal. The style of the one story line differs from the other in 
such a way that we soon come to recognise by the rhythm of the prose 
·which story we are presently involved in. The contemporary tale of 
Hagarvs activities with Marvin, and particularly with Doris, is told 
plainly, without fuss, using many short simple sentences and much 
conversation. When Hagar is reflecting on what is happening or what 
she is going to do, the sentences are brief, pared to the bone. The 
reflective passages dealing with the past are more complex, the 
sentences are more convoluted, the language is more charged. 
Margaret Laurence is masterly in her use of original simile and 
10 
metaphor. Clara Shipley is described as va vat of a womanv. (p.46) 
When Hagar went back to visit John on the farm vthe days dribbled on 
so slowly,~oolike sand through an egg timerv. (p.193) Her room in the 
hospital vat night is deep and dark, like a coal scuttle, and I'm 
lying like a lump at the bottom of itv. (p.298) When she runs away to 
Shadow Point venormous leaves glow like green glass, the sunlight 
illuminating themv. (p.151) The author is particularly skilled, 
through her attention to the minutiae, in evoking reality. The 
vignettes we are given of the physical environment are painted with 
sure accurate strokes, so that, although we occupy Hagarvs thoughts, 
we can also move about with her in the rooms and the countryside 
either in reality or in flashback. Critics have pointed to Hagarvs 
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skill in describing things as being too Literaryp indeed as being an 
intrusion on the author 0 s part - a demonstration of her own Love of 
description. Margaret Laurence defends herself by suggesting that 
even simple people may have a rich inner Life which can be filled 
with poetic imageryp though they may not be able to verbalise it. 
Hagar is not a simple person. There is no reason why she should not 
express herself in thought in a way she does not adopt in actual 
conversation. Dennis Cooleyp in °Antimacassared in the Wilderness' 
makes an interesting point- 0 Hagar is so withdrawn that she ••• seldom 
speaks to anyonep as the paucity of her dialogue in The Stone Angel 
. d. 011 1n 1cates. On the face of it this is true. From a practical point 
of view the author does not need to use dialogue to reveal Hagar's 
nature because the entire book is a revelation of self by means of 
inner monologue. The fact that Hagar appears to speak Little may be 
the result of natural inclination or of years spent amongst people to 
whomp because of her sense of superiorityp she has Little to say. 
Margaret Laurence suggests to us a person who lives very much in her 
headp where she is perfectly capable of seeing the natural things 
around her clearly and of reacting to them by describing them in 
retrospect with accuracy and acid humour. She has Learned not to 
waste wordsp as one would expect in those strongp taciturn and 
inhibited Scotsmenp among whom she was encouraged to acquire the 
manly virtues rather than imitate the female weaknesses of her mother 
or Auntie Doll. She talks Little because she finds Little to talk 
about amongst people with whom she has little in common. She is 
certainly not an intellectualp but she is significantly better 
educated than anyone around her. Moreover she is doomed to Live much 
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of her life among people whom she neither understands nor likes. Her 
pride does prevent her from making the effort to communicate in order 
to find out what makes them function. To someone like herself they 
are not worth the bother. 'The linguistic tension, between formal and 
informal, enacts a social tension that exists both within Hagar and 
within the social structure of the world she inhabits.• 12 Mode of 
speech, as mode of dress, can be used as a yardstick measuring worth, 
in the world which Hagar outwardly rejected, but whose influence she 
carried with her to the end. Margaret Laurence shows how Hagar places 
great importance on the formal correctness of language as a means of 
demonstrating her superiority. • in Western Canada, by buying 
Hagar an Eastern education, he (Jason Currie) imposes on her an 
artificial tongue and presumes that he has thereby provided her with 
status.• 13 Hagar thinks so too. She derides as common and uncouth the 
inability of either Marvin or Doris to use 'I' and 'me' correctly. 
Marvin's Letters home are dismissed with the comment that they were 
always badly spelled. She remarks that she could have felt proud of 
Bram, if only he would not open his mouth to speak! However, in the 
last days of her life she is able to identify this rigidity of 
attitude in herself and unbend a little. Sandra Wong asks her 
'"You okay, Mrs. Shipley?" 
"Quite okay." 
I have to smile at myself. I've never used that word before in my 
life. ~-~ - such slangy words. I used to tell John. They mark 
a person.• (p.301) 
Reading novels is a very personal exercise. In the final analysis 
a writer's success must be measured in terms of her success in 
60 
creating characters to whom the reader can relate. When that reader 
is able to say, "Yes, that is true, because I have seen it in my Life 
or in the Lives of those around me." then the novelist has succeeded. 
It is impossible for us to remain indifferent to Hagar Shipley. As 
her story unfolds our emotions shift from impatience to astonishment, 
to anger, to admiration, never to indifference. Must we pity her? No. 
Neither did Margaret Laurence intend us to do so, nor do we feel she 
needs our pity. She made a choice and she took the consequences. She 
never expressed regret. She never says "If only." At the very end she 
made one concession - to Marvin, out of a kind of Love she did not 
know she had. Her Last words to Doris, however, are as chiding as 
ever. It is Marvin's Last comment which the creator of this 
extraordinary character would, I am sure, want us to remember: 
1 
"She 1 s a hoLy terror ,'! • .spoken with such anger and such tenderness.' 
(p.304-305) 
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Where Angels Fear to Tread 
The inner world is the important one in the Lives of Margaret 
Laurence's heroines. In the background, the everyday Life going on 
around them is just that - mundane, recognisable and unimportant. In 
the foreground the Rachel or Hagar or Morag whom others do not know 
observes and analyses, reflects on the past, comments on the present; 
it is this running commentary, the total recall, the individual 
reaction which the reader is invited to share. Margaret Laurence 
depicts an inner Landscape in which you come to feel at home, and 
along its paths, from time to time, you meet yourself. Here are 
revealed the secrets these women have never been able to share with 
anyone. For, among other things, her books are about people's 
inability to communicate. They are also about surviving. Her women 
are victims of circumstance as well as prisoners of their own 
natures. They must Learn to Live with themselves and to become 
careless of the world's opinion. The second Manawaka novel, A Jest of 
~, is about passing judgments and making false assumptions based on 
prejudice. It is also about the plight of women in a man's world, 
about Loneliness and isolation, about fear and despair, and 
ultimately about insight, acceptance, Love and hope. 
In A Jest of God, Rachel Cameron talks to herself -not with the 
endearing dottiness of the absent-minded professor, nor with the 
harmless chattiness of the eccentric recluse, but with the feverish 
complusiveness of someone aware that she is teetering on the brink of 
insanity, monitoring her every action, analysing her every reaction. 
The inner monologue is so absorbing that the reader identifies 
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totally with her, so much so that as you read the novel, the 'I' of 
the story becomes 'me', and at the end of the first reading at Least, 
you find it impossible to remember her name, only your own. 
Margaret Laurence used the device of the internal dialogue before 
in her first Canadian novel. In response to critics who dislike this 
approach, she revealed in 'Gadgetry or Growing' that her first 
instinct was to use the third person, but after several attempts to 
do so, she had to concede defeat - it could only come right in the 
first person. 1 However, the tone here is quite different from that 
of The Stone Angel. In the Latter, Hagar is tough, stubborn, and 
proud, meeting Life and the blows it directs at her fearlessly. If 
she makes mistakes, they are on the grand scale; nor does she shrink 
from the possibility of making them. Her response to Life is 
completely positive; Rachel's is totally negative. Uhere Hagar acts, 
Rachel is acted upon. She is continually holding herself in check, 
making excuses for not doing what she would Like, finding reasons why 
she must do what she doesn't want to do. Fundamentally what she fears 
most is making a fool of herself. The use of the first person 
narrative gives authentic voice to this mental turmoil and allows the 
reader to perceive the disparity between outward appearance and the 
inner Life of the character. 
To make a fool of oneself, to be an oddball- in the eyes of the 
community of any small Canadian town this is to be avoided at all 
costs. In England eccentrics are usually tolerated and treated with 
amused acceptance. Not so in Canada. Many of the early settlers 
English Methodists and Scottish Presbyterians- went there seeking 
freedom of worship as well as escape from hardship. They were 
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earnest, hardworking folk who had very definite ideas of what 
constituted proper behaviour for respectable people, and there was 
much gossip about and Looking askance at those who failed to behave 
properly. 'Manawaka society reproduces itself as it moulds 
individuals to accept the status quo and their place within it' is 
the way Hughes puts "t 2 1 0 There are none so conformist as the 
Non-conformists. For women, to talk of sex was taboo. To become 
pregnant outside wedlock was a social disaster, a terrible warning to 
nice girls. To enjoy making Love was unladylike. Men were beasts, 
only after the one thing. In a permissive age this coy and 
puritanical attitude to sex must appear Ludicrous. But this is the 
outlook which the author and her heroines will have encountered in 
their small town. Judy Kearns points out with some justification that 
'The primary flaw in conventional reasoning about the novel are the 
assertion that Rachel 0 s problems are all her own fault, and the 
disregard for Laurence's subtle depiction of the coercive effect of 
3 
social pressure.' 
Rachel herself says of the Scots who settled in her home town 
that 'they knew how to be almightier than anyone but God. 0 (A Jest of 
~ p.65) From childhood, therefore, she has been impressed with the 
necessity of behaving in the manner expected of her, and she has 
grown up into a quiet, inhibited woman who appears to accept the role 
she is expected to play - that of devoted daughter and dedicated 
school teacher. This would suggest that she has successfully Lived up 
to the town°s and her family 0 s expectations. However, Rachel feels 
deeply that she is a failure because she has not been able to fill 
the role which society as a whole~ and Manawaka as its 
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representative, sets aside for a woman that of wife and 
mother.' •.• the construction of femininity is bounded by fundamental 
social Laws that delineate the parameters of a woman's Life.' 4 She 
is a spinster, one of those women with no place in a male-oriented 
society. Even Grace Doherty, whom she considers moronic, has been 
able to fulfil her function as a female. Four words from Judy 
Kearns's essay - 'anatomy shall be destiny' 5 - perfectly sum up the 
situation. Rachel suffers through the realisation that she has not 
been able to learn the rules of the game and catch her man. There are 
frequent references throughout the novel to the way young women are 
expected to behave, and how soon they learn to assume the feminine 
role assigned to them • 
••. Rachel's account of life in Manawaka and her recollections of 
the forces which have shaped her adolescence and young womanhood 
make clear the coercive affect of pressure from a society which 
upholds a masculine value-system, and two of the factors 
indicating Rachel's strength at the end of A Jest of GoQ are her 
symbolic move away from that society and her ability to disregard 
the stereotypic vision which is inappropriate for the individual 
personality.6 
Rachel remarks that even the little girls in Grade Two wiLL do 
anything to ingratiate themselves, and to her, the teenagers seem 
unmistakably feminine because of their preoccupation with their hair 
styles. Even Mrs Cameron and her elderly friends continue to practice 
the female arts, with their interest in clothes and hairdos and their 
coy mannerisms, though they no longer have any men to please. Rachel 
recalls the agonies of attending the local dance hall where the 
greatest fear was that no one would ask her to dance, so she danced 
even with Cluny Macpherson, who in acting the clown made her look 
silly too- or so she imagined. She feels she does not live up to the 
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female stereotype; she is too tall, too thin, too serious, too shy, 
too tense, too anything you could mention. This sense of being found 
wanting distorts her vision of herself. Society decrees that she can 
only find release from her situation through a man, that is, by 
becoming what Carolyn Heilbrun calls 'an event in the life of a 
man•.
7 Rachel is convinced that there is no hope of this. She finds 
consolation in imaginings drawn extensively from the romantic fiction 
mass-produced for women. Ultimately, in order to survive, she must 
learn 'to handle personal relationships and to control her destiny 
within the limitations imposed by that society (in which she 
Lives).' 8 She must begin to see herself in a realistic light, not 
just as a woman, but as a person of some account 1n her own right. 
The reader enters Rachel's life in her thirty-fourth year; crisis 
point has been reached; she is convinced she is going mad. Trapped in 
this Manitoba town where she has always lived, she feels stifled. The 
opportunity to escape from home which so many girls seize when they 
go away to college was never really hers because her father died 
towards the end of her first year at University in Winnipeg and she 
had to leave, first, because there wasn't enough money for her to 
continue, and second, because her mother, who has a heart condition, 
feared Living alone. Fourteen years later she regards herself as 
unattractive, unlovely and unloved. She longs for Love, yet dares not 
reach out to anyone lest she be rebuffed. Those people who offer her 
friendship, like Calla Mackie, a fellow teacher, and Willard 
Siddeley, her headmaster, are rejected because they offend her 
sensibilities and appear ridiculous or misguided to her. She cannot 
bear Calla's eccentricities her bra~h clothes and her religious 
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fervour. Willard she finds physically repulsive yet is amazed to 
discover that she Longs to touch his 'spotted furry hands'. (p.9) 
This appals her. She cannot admit to herself this need for physical 
contact with others. Secretly she Lavishes Love on her pupils, or 
special pupils, the Latest being James Doherty whom she Longs to 
touch and for whom she feels 'exasperated tenderness•. (p.3) The 
father who died those fourteen years ago haunts her thoughts 
somehow she suspects that he too Longed for a Love he did not get. 
She still seeks answers for questions she never dared put to him when 
he was alive. In retrospect she is beginning to see how Lonely he had 
been and to understand what she now recognises as his dependence on 
alcohol. When her own Longings become intolerable she finds release 
in erotic dreams with her 'shadow prince•. (p.19) Even this horrifies 
her. Trapped in a cage of respectability, she prowls up and down, 
seeking a way out. Under her quiet exterior a battle is taking place, 
as she rages against the fate that has brought her to the age of 
thirty-four and given her nothing. 
Physical appearance can affect one's self-regard and Margaret 
Laurence uses Rachel's external attributes to highlight what she 
feels. She hates the way she Looks because she imagines that it makes 
her conspicuous and different. She considers that her unusual height 
and extreme thinness make her unlovable. Her creator requires her 
constantly to catch glimpses of herself in shop windows or mirrors, 
seeing herself reflected as 'the stroke of a white chalk on a 
blackboard' (p.29), •some skinny poplar sapling• (p.61) or 'this 
giraffe woman, this Lank scamperer•. (p.75) Her face is narrow and 
angular; her eyes are grey; her hair is·mole brown; and her hands are 
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'Large and too thin, Like empty gloves'. (p.8) ALL this suggests that 
Rachel accepts •a masculine society's emphasis on a woman's 
appearance and the competitiveness and superficiality which it 
promotes in women's relationships with each other.• 9 
The emphasis on thinness and pallor creates a ghostlike quality, 
and indeed Rachel does seem to haunt Manawaka rather than inhabit 
that town. Her walks tend to be alone, often at night, and she drifts 
from place to place hardly daring to recognise passers-by, especially 
former pupils, towards whom she feels a strange unease bordering on 
alienation. She wanders through her empty days Like a sleepwalker and 
when she catches glimpses of herself in mirrors it is as if she were 
Looking at a stranger or an alter ego. Her thinness also suggests 
physical stiffness which is Linked to the inner tension she 
experiences. Calla, who also Longs for Love, understands surprisingly 
well- 'we hold ourselves too tightly these days.• (p.27) Rachel's 
inability to relax either in mind or body is typified by moments Like 
the one in the classroom when she holds a new piece of orange chalk 
so tightly that it snaps in her fingers. Later, Nick Kazlik chides 
her for not relaxing even in the act of Lovemaking. Her physical 
stiffness and inner tension are manifestations of her inability to 
Let go or to act naturally. She has Lost the ability to act 
instinctively because of her fear of doing or saying the wrong thing 
of being Laughable. Nor is she able to Laugh. She seems completely 
humourless, though on rare occasions she does manage a nervous, 
girlish giggle which she instantly Labels false. The book is 
overwhelmingly joyless - none of the people really Laugh each is 
trapped in a private hell, a recurring theme in Margaret Laurence's 
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books. 
This self-absorption can be irritating, so, although Rachel is 
obviously intended to be a sympathetic character, it is possible to 
lose patience with someone so wedded to her own misery that she 
cannot see or feel that of others. Critics express just such 
irritation in statements like: 
The reader, instead of identifying, finds himself (herself, too, 
I should think) silently shouting at her to get some eye-liner, 
save for a mink, strong arm a man, kill her mother and stop 
bitching. 10 
The solutions Robert Harlow suggests, if we ignore their flippancy, 
simply help to reinforce what has been said about male attitudes to 
female disaffection. In fact, men amongst the critics have reacted in 
a much more hostile way than women, first to A Jest of God, and Later 
especially to The Fjre-Dwellers, where attitudes which we now label 
feminist are expressed. Clara Thomas's perception is more acute: 
'Rachel requires enormous authorial tact and skill to engage and 
hold, and then to impel, our sympathy and respect •••• her voice, 
through the book's first three chapters, is like one long, barely 
controlled scream.'11 
Janov's book The Primal Scream bears as its cover picture Munch's 
famous painting which could equally have served for A Jest of God. 
In her egocentricity Rachel is Like a child, inexperienced, 
insecure and 'me-orientated'. In fact, her mother continues to treat 
her Like a child in many ways and she herself says that when she 
examines herself in the mirror, she doesn't look her age. Her face 
doesn't yet look lived in. So her story is one of growing up late, 
but not too Late. 
The novel is also about communication, verbal or non-verbal. None 
of the characters is able to express what he really feels. Rachel 
72 
accuses her mother of Listening but not hearing, and this is what 
might be said of them all. She reflects that her parents gave up 
talking to one another years before her father's death. The father 
was never able, for instance, to tell anyone the horrors he had 
experienced during the First World War, and which kept him away from 
the annual Armistice celebrations in the town, causing him to say, 
'"It has a fine sound the lies the pipes tell."' (p.57) Rachel really 
doesn't hear when Nick tells her he cannot give her what she wants, 
though she recognises early in their relationship that he is somehow 
apart. Calla is desperately Lonely, yet Rachel cannot hear her silent 
pleas because of her preoccupation with herself. People's inability 
to make themselves understood one to the other is symbolised in 
Rachel's unexpected and shattering experience of speaking in tongues 
at the Pentecostal gospel meeting she unwillingly attends with Calla. 
All her pent-up fears and emotions pour forth in a stream of 
unintelligible gibberish which Leaves her empty, shocked and more 
frantic than ever. C.M. Mclay feels that Margaret Laurence's primary 
message is that 'we can never truly know another human being, never 
penetrate behind their facade, since words which reveal also conceal. 
) 
We must accept others as they appear to us, reach out to them in 
compassion, yet be free to stand 12 alone.' The word 'alone' is 
crucial to an understanding of the novel, for when all is said and 
done each individual is alone and Lonely. Nick and Calla, Mrs Cameron 
and Willard Siddley, each is alone, like Hector Jonas, whom Rachel 
sees 'living there behind his eyes' (p.128>, or like Nick whom she 
feels '"Living there under your skin"' (p.147). Mclay's words from 
Matthew Arnold, 'We mortal millions Live alone' express the sense of 
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human isolation found in A Jest of God. His choice of title for his 
critical essay, 'Every Man is an Island,' which inverts Donne's 
well-known image, further emphasises what he sees as a dominant 
theme. 13 Finally, after Nick has gone, Rachel's stark sad words 'We 
were not well acquainted.' (p.154) form the epitaph to their 
relationship. 
The mental turmoil which Rachel experiences is reflected in the 
way the author structures the book. What Rachel thinks to herself 
becomes the mainstream of the story. The conversations she has with 
others are reduced to noises off. Her banal, repetitive conversations 
with her mother, where she is constantly saying "I'm sorry.", take 
place against a background of inner resentment and doubt. This device 
creates tension in the reader while recreating Rachel's own tension. 
Her talk with herself consists of question after unanswered question. 
One short sentence follows another to produce the staccato, frenetic 
effect of a mind darting here and there in search of peace. She 
questions, she criticises, she analyses, she worries, but she never 
rests. It is as exhausting for the reader as it is for her. Yet in 
the rare moments when she opens herself to what is arouna her, 
especially in the natural surroundings, her response is positive. 
Then the language becomes lyrical and poetic, and the author's genius 
for apt, unusual simile and metaphor reflects this. Those which 
Rachel uses to describe herself are especially fresh and evocative. 
One of Margaret Laurence's particular skills is that of accurately 
reproducing the speech patterns and idiom of ordinary conversation, 
and using variations of them to distinguish one character from 
another. For example, we could never tonfuse Calla's voice with 
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Rachel's 
The time scale of the novel is fairly short - really only a few 
months from spring through summer to autumn, but these few months are 
the most important ones in Rachel's whole life. We meet her at crisis 
point and we are intimately linked with her as she goes through a 
releasing as well as traumatic experience which makes it possible for 
her to take the necessary first positive step towards a new life. The 
person who unwittingly precipitates the change is Nick Kazlik, a 
contemporary of Rachel's at school, back in Manawaka for a rare visit 
to his parents. For want of something better to do, he invites Rachel 
to a movie, about the only entertainment available in the town. She 
spends the rest of the summer listening for him to telephone; her 
moments with him while they make love are the only moments when she 
feels really alive. She cannot accept the relationship for what it 
is, the proverbial brief encounter, a summer romance only. 
•• Perversely, though at one level she expects little, she naively hopes 
for more than Nick can give. Dimly Nick recognises and fears her 
great need, but ultimately he cannot accept responsibility for 
filling it. '"Darling, I'm not God,.J can't solve anything."' (p.148) 
When all comes to all, he will not be tied down. His father would 
like him to take over the farm which he has worked since he came to 
Canada from the Ukraine, but Nick cannot face giving up his 
independence as a teacher in Winnipeg. 'Representing as Nick does the 
shift from a rural ethnic mosaic to urban assimilation, he cannot go 
b k I 14 ac • He too has problems which the reader is allowed to merely 
glimpse, much as Rachel does. Sh~of course, comes to realise at last 
how much some of them resemble her own. His inability to respond to 
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his parents• need of him grieves but does not persuade him. His 
quotation from Jeremiah, "I have forsaken my house - I have left mine 
heritage- mine heritage is unto me as a lion in the forest it 
crieth out against me therefore have I hated it." suggests a 
torment he prefers not to admit. Since the reader must not know more 
than Rachel knows, we never do understand Nick's behaviour in any 
depth. We must not be distracted from our heroine whose own grasp of 
salvation is fragile enough. So, Nick leaves the area without a word 
of goodbye to Rachel; the reader is left with her to puzzle over his 
strange behaviour. 
After his departure, Rachel imagines herself pregnant, a social 
calamity in such a community as hers. Unworldly as she is, she does 
not know how to go about getting an abortion. In her despair she 
tries to commit suicide but cannot even do that. She calls this last 
failure opting out, and she discovers in herself the desire to 
survive. Finally she prays, though she has little hope of an answer 
to her prayer from a God she has ignored up to now. But she confronts 
Him, accepting, as she says, that 'All the nuts and oddballs turn to 
You.• (p.171) In saying this she admits to belonging to this group 
herself. She has moved past the fear of being thought eccentric. She 
has made a fool of herself and she will have to live with it, so she 
will have her baby, come what may. Really, she wants the baby anyway. 
She had done nothing to prevent a pregnancy, partly through physical 
fastidiousness, but also, we feel, because subconsciously she wanted 
a child. On their last evening by the river where they first made 
love, she tells Nick, '"If I had a child, I would like it to be 
yours."' (p.148) The ultimate irony, the jest of God, is that there 
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is no babyp rather a tumourp benign as it happenso Are we to think 
that a foetus might have been malignant? Certainly having an 
illegitimate child would have had a destructive effect on Rachel's 
Life in Manawakaa 
Throughout the novel Margaret Laurence uses irony in two 
different wayso There is the irony of chance and there is the irony 
built into the story to enable the author to make important thematic 
observationso Thus it is possible to emphasise how preconceptions can 
Lead to false assumptionso There is irony in the discrepancy between 
what Rachel sees and what the reader knows to be trueo Because James 
Doherty was not at school on two or three occasionsp yet was seen 
playing by the riverp Rachel assumes that it is because his motherp 
Gracep whom she knew at schoolp does not care about her sona She 
assumes too that Grace cannot possibly understand James' genius as 
she cana During their interview Rachel discovers that Grace cherishes 
her clever son as much as she herself does and with more righto 
There 0 s the rubo Againp when Nick shows Rachel a photogr~ph of a boy 
of six Looking very much Like himselfp she asksp "Yours?" and when he 
saysp "Yes."p she assumes that it is a photo of a son of hisp whereas 
it is in reality a picture of himselfa Nick is not married. Rachel's 
child is as illusory as the son in the photograph. Neither has any 
substance. Both are figments of Rachel 0 s imagination. How ironicalp 
toop that Rachel makes a fool of herself with the son of the 
Ukrainian milkman whom her mother (representing the respectable Scots 
community in Manawaka) looks down upona Not only does she break the 
moral code Laid down by these peoplep she breaks the social code as 
wella In choosing to make Rachel 1 s Lover a man of Ukrainian origin 
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Margaret Laurence reveals her interest in Canadian ethnic minorities 
and SOp in the plight of the dispossesseda In three of her novels 
male representatives from some of the outsider groups are the 
saviour-Lovers of her WASP protagonistso Stacey 1 s Luke is an Italian; 
Morag 1 s Jules is from the ultimate race of outsidersp the " . metlSo 
Conversely? all her women represent that group of immigrantsp once 
also dispossessedp whose sense of moral superiority relegated the 
others to the wrong side of the trackso There is irony here in the 
fact that the British immigrantsp by their attitudesp were 
reproducing the kind of society from which they had earlier found it 
necessary to fleeo 
Rachel herself sees it as ironic thatp when she has no one else 
to turn top she goes to Calla whom she has shunned all summero 
Somehow she instinctively knows thatp alone of the people in townp 
Calla will not make judgmentso The greatest of all the ironies is 
contained in the episode in Dr Craven 1 s officea He has known Rachel 
since she was a childo Now she is going to him to reveal that she is 
"a fallen woman"p as she imagineso When she confesses to having 
missed a periodp the doctor benignly asserts that at Leastp knowing 
the kind of girl she isp they can eliminate the possibility of a 
pregnancyo The mental agony and fear experienced by Rachel during the 
physical examinationp as she awaits the terrible moment when he will 
have to retract those wordsp is the climax of the storyo This is 
replaced by hysteria which the doctor assumes to be caused by the 
fear of cancero We knowp as readersp that it is a combination of 
sorrow at the Loss of her babyp and fury at the cruel God who has 
played such a joke on herp making her suffer so much for so Littlea 
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That we are to Link Rachel Cameron with Rachelp the wife of Jacob 
of the Old Testament book of Genesisp is never in any doubta First we 
see her Lavishing secret Love on certain of her Grade Two children 
over the yearsa Thenp when Rachel and Nick have their summer romancep 
she reveals how intensely she Longs for their union to be fruitfula 
Indeed she sees herself as akin to that other Rachelp and silently 
pleads with Nick in the words of the Biblea 1 Give me my childrena 1 
(Genesis XXXp1) What she says aloud- "If I had a childp I would Like 
it to be yoursa" is picked up by Nick whose reply: "I'm not Gada" 
echoes Jacob 1 s angry retort to his wife: 1 Am I in God 1 s stead?' 
(Genesis XXXp2) Laterp in the doctor 1 s waiting room where Rachel 
weepsp the scene invokes the words of Jeremiah: 1 A voice was heard in 
Ramothp Lamentations and great weeping; Rachel weeping for her 
children refused to be comforted for her children because they were 
nota 1 (Matthew IIP 18; Jeremiah XXXIp15) The Linking of Rachel and 
Jacob (Nick) is an interesting echo of the Biblical symbolism found 
in TBg Stone Angela Hagar marries Bram (Abraham)a Jacobp as son of 
Abrahamp represents the next generation of Jewsa Niall Cameron would 
be the same age as Marvinp Hagar 0 s sonp so Rachel would be a 
contemporary of Marvin 1 s daughter and Hagar 1 s granddaughterp Tinaa 
The discovery that Rachel has a tumour brings with it the 
possibility that she has cancer and will diea In factp death plays a 
predominant role in the novelp as it does in all Margaret Laurence's 
novelso Rachel and her mother Live above the funeral parlour where 
her father used to carry out his mysterious duties as an undertakera 
It is now owned by Hector Jonas whop as any typical North American 
businessman wouldp has installed a blue neon sign which flashes 
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Japonica Funeral Chapelp and offends Rachel 0 s sense of propriety" The 
sign becomes a symbol of the changing attitude of the town to the 
subject of death" To mention death is taboo; like so many aspects of 
life therep it is made respectable through outward show and form" 
Rachel is obsessed by the memory of her father and the fact that he 
worked with bodiesp embalming themp painting them to look alive" She 
begins to suspect that he preferred the dead to the living; was he 
more at home with his cadavers than with warm flesh and blood? Could 
it be that he hated touching living human beings? Was this why her 
mother seemed 0 to come alive 0 when he had died? Was there some 
connection here with what he had seen on the battlefieldp about which 
he could not bear to talk? There are no answers to these questions" 
Rachel feels herself somehow deadp toop stiff and coldp Like a 
corpse" On the evening when she forces herself to use her mother's 
discarded douchep she is drawn downstairs to the place of deathp her 
father 0 s domain" She feels she has killed something alive" At the 
same timep because she values herself so littlep she cannot believe 
that anything living could come from hero In Hector 0 s place of work 
she finds a kind of comfort and peace" His matter-of-fact attitude to 
death and his dealings with it make it possible to see his as a job 
of work like everyone else 0 So PreviouslyP because she had never been 
allowed to descend into her father 0 s domainp she had imagined it a 
place of hideous secrets and macabre sights" FinallyP she is able to 
see her father in a different lightp when Hector asserts that he 
feels Niall Cameron had had the Life he wanted" Rachel realises that 
he had been free to choose to changep but he had nato Sop she is free 
toop and she can change" We the readers recognise that the alteration 
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has already begun when we note that Rachel is able to allow Hector to 
put his arm around her shoulder without her shying away at oncea 
Physical touch, she is Learning, can be a comforta 
Rachel 0 s descent into the underworld of the dead, the funeral 
home, may be seen as parallel with Hagar 0 s descent into the overgrown 
cove by the seaa In this symbolic way each must reach down into her 
innermost self to exorcise her ghosts and free herself from the dead 
hand of the pasta Each is unwittingly aided in this process of 
catharsis by a very ordinary Little man, in one case an insurance 
salesman, in the other an undertakera Both are connected with deatha 
The irony is obviousa Both of the women face up to the death of 
beloved men, mourn them and Let them goa Hagar 0 s release came almost 
too Late; Rachel 0 s makes it possible for her to move on, rather than 
mark time as she has been doinga Her descent is a 0 major symbolic 
action in which Rachel comes to terms with past and present, the 
Living and the dead 0 and 0 thus (takes) a crucial step towards her 
• v 15 
maturatlOna 
The Last time Rachel and Nick make Love, and she cries out 
inwardly, "Give me my children", Nick suddenly draws her attention to 
the fact that the cemetery can be seen from where they Lie, 
symbolising in a sinister way the death of their relationshipa Rachel 
has her operation, signalling the death of her imaginery childa 
During her stay in hospital she fantasises about Nick for a day or 
so- she will be Mrs Na Kazlik; but finally she accepts that hope of 
anything from him must die tooa 0 A gate closed quite quietly, and 
when I tried to open it again, it wouldn°ta There wasn°t any way 
round ita No way in, not there, not any morea Visa cancelleda 0 
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Cpa183) The finality of Rachel 0 s words is unmistakableo Under the 
anaesthetic during her operation Rachel mumbles ''I am the ffiOther 
nowa" The child Rachel is deado She will now take the dominant role 
in organising hers and her mother 0 s Livesa She comes to realise for 
the first timep toop that her mother clings to her so because she is 
terrified of deatha She decides to make a clean break with her pasta 
They will go away to Vancouver where she will have a new job in a new 
environment and can make a fresh starto 
Now that Rachel has ceased to worry about what others will thinkp 
she is able to take a more positive stanceo In the past she has been 
paralysed by fearp which meant that she always saw her Life in terms 
of what she could not dop Lest she be made to Look foolisho Howeverp 
having become a foolp she finds the fear worse than the facto 
Moreoverp for the first time she stops thinking so much about herself 
and can Look outwards actually to see other people in a more 
charitable Lighto Her new clarity of vision regarding herself can now 
include othersp to whose needs she had previously been blindo As she 
talks to Nick 0 s mother and fatherp she silently acknowledges that 
Nick 0 had his own demons and webSaaohe had to draw awayP knowing that 
what I wanted from him was too mucho° Cpa189) In her farewell 
conversation with Willard Siddley she recognises his Lack of 
confidence and his need for an affirmation of himself as a colleague 
and headmasterp even as a mana In addition she suddenly realises that 
she is hearing people ':differently - Listening AND hearingo 
Throughout the novel Rachel 0 s attitude to her mother and to Calla 
has been crucialp serving as an indication of her frame of mindo In 
the beginning her mother embodies all those attributes of Manawaka 
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society which Rachel secretly questions but has not the courage to 
openly oppose. In her interminable dialogue with herself she forever 
examines the validity of the beliefs and evaluations which Mrs 
Cameron expresses on behalf of all respectable Manawakans. These 
tenets are composed of numerous thou-shalt-nots. Rachel 1 s new view of 
things makes it possible to recognise that there also are some 
can-dos. One of these is to take responsibility for her own life and 
to make decisions which are hers alone. She will not abandon her 
motherp but she will no longer be shamed into inaction. To Mrs 
Cameron this appears callousp but in fact Rachel's sharpened insight 
improves her ability to comprehend her Mother 1 s need for love and 
reassurancep in the face of her unspoken dread of Loneliness and 
death. The daughter never for an instant considers leaving the mother 
behindp neither does she allow herself to be dissuaded. She is the 
mother now. As the bus carries them to their new Life in Vancouverp 
Rachel says with compassionp 1 Beside me sleeps my elderly child.' 
(p.201) There is no longer the confusion of roles expressed earlier 
in the words: 1 Surely I Love her as much as most parents love their 
children. I meanp of coursep as much as most children love their 
parents. 0 (p.114) 
In the early chapters of the novel Rachel's grudging friendship 
with Calla Mackie symbolises her attitude to life. She finds it 
difficult to give herself to any relationship. Calla 1 s proprietary 
mannerp her eccentric mode of dressp her apparent total Lack of taste 
and her devotion to a freakish manifestation of Christianity all 
offend Rachel 1 s sense of the fitness of things. Calla appears to lack 
all those qualities which society considers womanly; moreoverp she 
83 
does not seem to mind looking outlandish. Rachel is ·ashamed of her 
embarrassment and repugnance- ' ••• her taste in furnishings seems so 
horrible to me that it creates a kind of horrible snobbishness in 
me ••• ' (p.133) Calla embodies everything that Rachel wants above all 
else to avoid. Only when her own experiences have opened her eyes is 
she able to appreciate Calla for what she is - a loyal, loving woman 
who makes no judgments and holds nothing back. She is capable and 
independant, realistic in her expectations, and optimistic in 
temperament. Most important, Rachel sees for the first time how very 
alone her friend really is. 'Calla, listening in the early morning or 
in the darkness for some sound.' (p.137) 'Calla, pillar of 
tabernacle, speaker in tongues, mother of canaries and budgerigars.' 
(p.198) These words are spoken with real pity and understanding. 
Calla too could weep for her unborn children. By her reassessment of 
Calla's worth, Rachel reveals her own growth in love and sympathy. In 
the end she can bear to say that she regrets that things are not 
different; she can accept the love that Calla offered her though its 
lesbian overtones once shocked her. Calla voices what we feel Rachel 
would now be able to say- '"I'll survive."' (p.198) 
As the story ends, Rachel reveals how much she has changed when 
she says that she feels nothing any more. This may not be good, but 
it is restful. Gone is the frenetic mental dialogue. There is a sense 
of peace and calm after the hurricane. She can now accept whatever 
life brings. It may be better; it may not. Something, or nothing, may 
happen. She will be 'light and straight as any feather •••• ' and 'will 
drift and settle, and drift and settle.' (p.201) This image of the 
feather appears earlier when Rachel first thinks she is pregnant and 
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is searching frantically for a solutiona After an incident at the bus 
stationp she catches a glimpse of herself - 1 a thin stiff white 
featherp Like a goose 1 s featherp caught up and hurtled along by some 
wind no one else could feelo 1 (pa153) There the image suggests 
someone driven along unwillingly by an uncontrollable forceo Now she 
is in control; she can let things happeno No more fighting against 
Life- roll with the puncheso She will be the same in many waysp but 
in the most important way of all she will be differenta She will be 
able to take things Less seriouslyp perhaps even Laugho In timeo She 
has survivedo 
With her usual integrity Margaret Laurence does not condescend to 
her readers by giving them a happy-ever-after ending a We knowp as do 
the author and Rachelp that the new life will in many ways be like 
the oldo Rachel is realistic enough in her self-appraisal to admit 
she 1 wil L quite frequently push the doors marked PuLL and pull the 
ones marked ~0~ (po202) This single sentence with its multiple 
imagery of the individual who cannot get in or outp who cannot escape 
from or may not enter into life fullyp sums up her dilemmao But she 
can learn to read the signs and make conscious decisionso During the 
learning process which she has undergonep she has come to recognise 
how much her view of what is rightp proper and desirable is the 
result of conditioning - the acquisition of a Manawakan Scottish 
Presbyterian set of values with its emphasis on proprietyo She has 
been subjected to the 1 suffocating pressure of parentsp societyp 
l . . g 16 re 1g1on to such an extent that she will never be totally free 
from this inheritancea Rachel knows she will be taking these built-in 
prejudices with herp just as she is takin~ her motherp who symbolises 
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them, to Vancouver. The difference is that Rachel is in charge. She 
has Liberated herself enough to be able to come to terms with the 
Legacy of her Manawaka past. Her survival will be based on 
self-knowledge, compassion for others and the willingness to take 
risks. Her final words are a request for mercy and grace, but first 
of all she opens her heart in pity for the terrible Loneliness of 
God. 
Margaret Atwood, Canada's current best-selling woman novelist, 
calls her guide to Canadian Literature Suryjyal. 17 In it she 
suggests that the one distinguishing feature of Canadian fiction is 
that the characters are all engaged in a battle with Life from which 
they emerge bloody but not bowed. They may not win, but they do 
survive. Rachel, we feel, will survive, as did Hagar, and as will 
Stacey and Morag. Is that what Life is all about? Margaret Laurence 
suggests that it is. A Jest of God which begins in despair and 
near-madness, ends on a note of hope for the human condition, tinged 
though it may be by the acknowledgement that God's fools may not 
always get what they want. In The Diviners Morag asks Rayland, the 
water diviner, how divining works. Perhaps his reply could sum up 
what must be our attitude to Life. '"I don't reckon I really need to 
understand it. I just gotta do it."' <The Diviners. p.26) So Rachel 
and Hagar and Morag just gotta do it. 
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Will the Real Stacey Please Stand Up! 
The Fire-Dwellers is a bigger book than the previous three novels 
in the sense that it attempts more and takes more risks. Whether it 
succeeds is open to question. In some ways it tries to do too much. 
It is not as intensely claustrophobic as A Jest of God, but then it 
is projected on a wider screen. It is not as poignant as The Stone 
Angel, but then its heroine, Stacey MacAindra, is less than halfway 
along the journey Hagar Shipley has completed. Margaret Laurence 
wrote A Bird in the House as a means of coming to terms with the 
ghosts behind the locked doors of her own childhood. Some of the 
questions asked in this latter book are those raised in T~ 
Fire-Dwellers, but these only hang in the air and are not answered. 
In the book now being considered the questions are the novel: 
questions about marriage and the family, personal identity and 
commitment, integrity and compromise, self-destruction and survival 
in a world which seems bent on blowing itself to smithereens at any 
1 
moment. 
Stacey, like her sister Rachel, and like Hagar and Vanessa, is 
the product of a Manawakan upbringing, so she bears the same scars as 
they, scars that have been inflicted by the early influence of a 
common puritanical environment which still values the pioneer and 
protestant ethic. As a young woman she escapes, as indeed the others 
do at some stage in their lives, but she has not been able to get 
completely away from this early indoctrination. She is always very 
much aware of what she ought to do, according to those standards, 
even though what she actually does is f~equently quite different. 
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This discrepancy between what she feels she should aim for and what 
she finds is humanly possible for her to achieve creates tension in 
Stacey, and so in the novel. She experiences a feeling of guilt which 
in turn leads to a sense of inadequacy and failure. Add to this high 
moral tone typical of her girlhood the myths created for modern man, 
and especially woman, by the selling industry. In the consumer 
society everyone is supposed to be beautiful, slim, efficient, 
amusing, interesting and presumably happy. It is not surprising then 
that many lesser women, like Stacey, feel they are not coping. One of 
Margaret Laurence's greatest risks is her choice of such an ordinary 
and certainly not particularly accomplished woman as her main 
character. Nevertheless she 'decided to risk the perils of 
inconsequentiality in deference to that neglected, unappreciated 
household drudge conventionally known as Mom, who might just have 
something to say after all, and more surprising still, might possess 
sufficient eloquence to express it.• 2 Other critics have variously 
described her as 'a fat slovenly woman• 3 'one of the most likeable 
losers in modern fiction• 4 'flagrantly undisciplined and touchingly 
real'S 'fading, aging, tiring• 6 'an ordinary woman whom Margaret 
Laurence has challenged us to recognise as individual and 
extraordinary• 7• The word 'ordinary' is also used by Patricia Morley8 
and by Allan Bevan in his introduction to the New Canadian Library 
9 
edition of the novel. However, Stacey's ordinariness is deceptive, 
because her secret life, which the reader is privileged to share, 
proves she is an individual whose sheer vitality, honesty and 
sardonic humour make her into a very real and interesting person. 
Diana Loercher comments that the auth6r does not pander to her 
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readers by telling them what to think of Stacey. Rather, by means of 
the literary devices she uses, she forces them to listen to Stacey's 
voice as she spills out her worries, her frustrations, her fears and 
her fantasies. Because she talks to herself a good deal she is 
painfully honest about what she sees as her shortcomings. In the 
first chapter of the book alone the reader is asked to believe that 
she is a fat slob, a rotten old bitch, a lunatic, badly educated, 
antedeluvian, a monster, an old swayback, a kid ruiner. In other 
words, 'She scrutinizes herself with a relentless, and often 
hilarious honesty.• 10 We of course know that all these epithets are 
only half true, and by the end of the story we have come to see how 
brave, honest, loving, responsible, clear-sighted and sensible she 
really is. She herself admits that 'what goes on inside isn't ever 
the same as what goes on outside.' (The Fire-Dwellers, p.33) The 
device by which the reader shares in the inner ruminations of the 
protagonist, yet is able to see things so dispassionately and 
realistically, because he is a different person, is one Margaret 
Laurence has used before in both The Stone Angel and A Jest of God. 
In the case of Hagar and Rachel we are able to observe and understand 
them better than they understand themselves. With the author's 
intensification of the technique in The Fjre-Dwellers we are asked to 
be Stacey, and this places a greater responsibility on us- we must 
exchange sympathy for empathy, so detachment is more difficult. It is 
a highly successful method of ensuring the reader's involvement -
such intimate knowledge of a character's thoughts and feelings, 
coupled with the freedom to make personal, individual judgments which 
may not coincide with the protagonist's, draw us on to the very end 
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to see whether we are righto Margaret Laurence does play fair with 
her readerso Her characters reveal themselves honestlyp warts and 
allp and there are no spurious happy endings just an indication 
that some progress has been made towards greater freedomp some 
self-knowledge has been gainedp and thatp except for Hagarp life does 
go ono Because the emphasis is on what Stacey is thinkingp the author 
leaves out a good deal of the detail of what she actually does every 
dayo This has led one reviewerp a malep to label her as lazyp someone 
who sits around all day drinking gin and reading magazineso 00ne 
wanted to ask him who the hell he thought got the meals and washed 
the dishes in the MacAindra housea 0 is Mrs. Laurence 0 s comment in an 
11 
address at the University of Toronto in 1969o In factp Stacey is a 
doer; when something is wrong she does try to put it righto Indeed 
she is a very busy Ladyo This busyness is one of the features of her 
life against which she is rebelling because it leaves her so Little 
time for herselfo 
Written in the sixties about the sixtiesp The Fire-Dwellers 
succeeds in encapsulating that decade of the twentieth century so 
well that a hundred years from now a reader should be able to say 
with certainty p "This is how it was then o" The MacAi ndra house on 
Bluejay Crescent in Vancouver is a real house - 0this large square 
structure with its high-gabled grey shingled roofp its evergreen 
painted cedar-shake-covered walls and its only slightly sagging 
screened verandah 0 <A31) and a Lilac front door! At the back are 'the 
back yardsp the white-flowering dogwood trees for climbingp the 
alleys where garbage tins teeter and leanp castaway cats scroungep 
the garages empty in daytime and littered with planks and tins of 
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nails and stiffened paintbrushes ••• '(p.9) As the story progresses we 
visit every room in it while we watch the MacAindras working out 
their private destinies. Margaret Laurence is also very meticulous in 
her use of clothing as a clue to mood and character, so the 
references to what the women in the novel wear are not only numerous, 
they accurately reflect the period. Sheath dresses, jeans, T-shirts, 
plastic earrings in pure primary colours, shoulder length straight 
hair - they are all there. At a deeper level we are presented with an 
era of pot-smoking, free love, ad-mass, consumerism, media 
saturation, pop psychology, space travel, the Vietnam war with its 
napalm and its flame throwers, as well as peace marches against the 
ultimate weapon, the nuclear bomb. The holocaust is at hand; your 
children will burn, so 'Ladybird, Ladybird, fly away home.' 
The author asks us to look at this confusing, frightening and 
the eyes of Stacey MacAindra, who at demanding world 
thirty-nine finds 
through 
it all too much. The horrors of the outside world 
enter her life through the Ever-Open Eye (television), on the radio, 
and in newspapers. Every sort of disaster to which the human race is 
prone is revealed in infinite permutations day after day, until she 
is in a constant state of panic. Her vivid imagination creates 
situations where her family is threatened by indescribable horrors 
and she is helpless to do anything to save them. In the ultimate 
nightmarish disaster she is required to nominate just one of her four 
children to save and she cannot conceive that she could choose. While 
Stacey is an individual housewife coping with the pressures of 
twentieth century society in the sixties, Margaret Laurence also 
wants us to see her as Everywoman, the ordinary woman, face to face 
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with forces over which she has no controlp overwhelmed at times by 
the horrors and nastiness of a world gone madp yet a world from which 
she cannot escapea The only wayp says the authorp is to recognise 
these malign outside forcesp accept that they do existp and then get 
on with Living in that all-too imperfect worlda 
In Ibsen°s play A Doll 0 s House P written in 1879P when Nora 
Helmer announces that she is leaving her husbandp Torvald, she 
explains that she must go because she is not just a wife and motherp 
but a human being who must find her own identityp not play the roles 
into which the implications behind those two words force hera Ninety 
years onp Stacey MacAindra nee Cameronp modern housewife and motherp 
feels exactly the samep though she has not the courage to escape 
completely as Nora doesa She feels that 0 It would be nice to have 
something of my ownP that 0 S alla I can°t go anywhere as myselfa Only 
as Mac 0 s wife or the kids 0 mothera 0 (pa95) Her creator sees Stacey as 
typical of a generation of women whose Lives were patterned by what 
was the accepted norm when they were youngo Women got married, had 
children and remained faithful to their husbandso Indeedpthe Manawaka 
novels are full of references to the roles which society requires its 
women to playp and of the damage this can do to them in terms of loss 
of identity, freedom of choice and personal fulfilmenta In this 
regard Margaret Laurence can be said to represent the feminist causea 
Each of her women is the victim of the sterotyping which goes on in a 
male-oriented worldp and each therefore suffers great injusticea 
Stacey 0 s role as wife and mother seems to require her to constantly 
ensure that everything is alwaysp always 0 all right 0 a Mac needs to be 
reassured over and over again that she is all rightp the children are 
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all right, that Life itself is all right. These two words are a kind 
of shorthand for innumerable unexpressed feelings, sometimes of 
concern, sometimes of fear, sometimes of a desire to be free of 
trouble. They are used as a mantra against the dangers of the outside 
world. Stacey recognises what they can be ••• '(a) total Lie. They are 
runic words, trinket charms to ward off the evil eye.• (p.292) As a 
woman, it is part of her job to provide a sense of stability and 
safety for her husband and family. 
You don't want to know. You want everything to be all right. Is 
everything all right. Stacey? Yes, everything is all right. Okay, 
I get the message. If that's the way you want it that's the way 
it will be. From now on I live alone in a house full of people 
where everything is always all right. (p.169) 
Yet, Stacey feels, no one seems to care whether she is all right. In 
fact, in a moment of real insight, she recognises a similar need for 
reassurance in Luke • ••• he wants me to say everything's all right. 
He, too.• (p.201) So, there is no comfort from him either. She is on 
her own. As Stacey approaches her fortieth birthday, she Looks back 
on sixteen years of Life which have not really belonged to her at 
all. She has no status. As a result she has Lost her self-esteem. She 
constantly questions her success as a mother and Longs for someone to 
assure her that she is doing a good job. Instead, in a serio-comic 
comment on the times we Live in, the author shows Stacey's confidence 
being further undermined by the endless stream of pseudo-scientific 
articles which appear in women's magazines, all in their way 
guaranteed to make you feel a failure- 'Are You Castrating Your 
Son?' (p.15), 'Nine Ways the Modern Mum May Be Ruining Her Daughter.• 
(p.14), 'Are You Emasculating Your Husband?' (p.56), 'A Nervous 
Breakdown Taught Me Life's Meaning.' (p.165). It is all a matter of 
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keeping score. Spot the Supermum. Naturally, Supermum is slim, 
another of the obsessions associated with Stacey's generation. 
Constantly she promises herself to go on a diet to lose those ugly 
inches she has gained around the hips, those extra pounds which 
symbolise the loss of her youth and reinforce the low opinion she has 
of herself. 
This loss of self-esteem stems not only from what she considers 
are her physical shortcomings, but also from the fact that she feels 
herself to be uneducated. She left school at seventeen, took a 
secretarial course in Winnipeg and migrated to Vancouver. This sense 
of inadequacy has led her over the years to take evening classes to 
improve her mind - Mythology and Modern Man, Aspects of Contemporary 
Thought, Man and His Gods, Varying Views of Urban Life - few of which 
she has finished and none of which seem very relevant to her 
situation. In the first chapter of the book Margaret Laurence uses an 
unread copy of The Golden Boygh on the bedside table as a symbol of 
all this unproductive searching for knowledge: it is still there, 
still unread, at the end of the story. 
Stacey also feels apologetic for the fact that she is a 
small-town girl. After twenty years in Vancouver she still does not 
feel at home there and only in the period of crisis when we first 
meet her does she venture into the seedier parts of the city down by 
the waterfront - a tiny step out of the groove in which she is 
caught. Her eagerness to leave Manawaka is a reflection of what 
happened to countless young people born and educated in small towns 
all over Canada. Life and living were elsewhere - Go West, Young Man, 
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Go Westa Could it be that all cities are filled with displaced 
persons like her? 
This sense of not belonging is also expressed by Morag in The 
Qiyinerap when she lives in Toronto with Brookea Margaret Laurence 0 s 
own attitude to cities is echoed herea She freely admits that she 
feels uncomfortable and out of place in urban surroundingsp so it is 
not surprising that her characters tend to distrust such places as 
Toronto or Vancouvera Since it was upon cities that the first atom 
bomb attack took placep Stacey 0 s imagination tends to lend substance 
to the ever-present threat of annihilation from nuclear attack by 
picturing what her city of Vancouver would look like after such an 
attack a 
The buildings at the heart of the city are brashp flashing with 
coloursp solid and self~confidenta Stacey is reassured by themp 
until she looks again and sees them scarredp open to the 
impersonal windsp glass and steel broken like vulnerable live 
bonesp shadows of people frog-splayed on the stone like in that 
other citya (pa11) 
Perhaps this inability to feel at ease in the city is inherent in 
everyone who has spent his early years in a small town where the 
scale is smaller and the individual is more visiblea It is especially 
interesting to note that both Stacey and Morag find Vancouver so 
enclosing whenp in factp the ever-visible mountains and the numerous 
inlets which bring the sea into the heart of the city take away many 
of the confining features of less beautiful citiesa 
In the novelp the author suggests that society tends to believe 
that what people wearp how they lookp holds the key to what they area 
She herself uses what her protagonists wear as a pointer to their 
charactersa But she also goes to great Lengths here to show us that 
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outward appearance is not necessarily a good guide to the inner mana 
The prime example of the truth that all is not what it seems lies 
with Thor Thorlakson whose immaculate suitsp silver mane of hair and 
sculptured features hide just plain runny-nosed Vernon Winkler from 
Manawakaa Stacey is vehement that what people see of her is not the 
real Stacey -she is 0 a mermaidp a whorep a tigress 0 (pa12)a To all 
her friends she appears efficientp practical and competenta Inside, 
she feels inadequate, confused and dishonestp so to bolster up her 
egop to help her to copep to silence the inner voicep she pours 
herself yet another gin and tonica Early in the novel she says she 
would like to be 0 slimp 
wiseaaaaAlso beautifula 
calmp good-temperedp efficient, sexy and 
Beautiful and intelligent 0 (pa45)a A tall 
order! She has a deep longing to give and receive lovea She dare not 
be too demonstrative with the boysp lest Mac think she is spoiling 
thema Two-year old Jen is still baby enough to cuddle and draw warmth 
froma But this is not enougha Only in the sex act can she satisfy the 
deep needs of the very sensual woman she isc Mac works so hard he is 
often too tired to make love to her when he comes home, so she feels 
empty and unfulfilleda Her longing for sex becomes so strong it 
almost results in disaster with Mac 0 s friend, Buckle Fennicka She is 
filled with self-loathing at the feelings which drive her, as though 
she were a freak or a whorea 0 Sometimes I think 1°d like to hold an 
entire army between my legsa° Cpa19) By thus explicitly spelling out 
Stacey 0 s deep need for sexp which is carefully not confused with what 
is commonly called lovep then showing how guilty this physical 
longing makes Stacey feelp the author points to an attitude which has 
been inherited from a background where ·a stern code of Victorian 
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morality declared that sex was wicked and women in particular must 
not desirep much Less enjoy it. No wonder Stacey often sees herself 
as Little better than a prostitute and hastens to insistp 0 l 0 m not 
Like that.D (p.206) Moss puts this into words when he says 
0 Laurence 0 s protagonists share with most of us on a narrower scale 
the conflict between roles imposed by gender and what we sense is our 
essential self somewhere deep within usp surging randomly to the 
12 
surface. 0 Apart from the need for sexual releaseR she Longs more 
than anything else to feel wanted. Her relationship with Mac has 
deteriorated so much that sex between them has become perfunctory and 
unsatisfying. It is no Longer a joyful sharing of one with the other. 
Sometimes what is expressed is more Like hate than Love. In the brief 
encounter with Luke Venturi she convinces herself that when they made 
Love he wanted her- in spite of what she imagines herself to be. The 
very fact of being wanted and treated as a person in her own right is 
the beginning of her rehabilitationp as it were. 0 1 Look better to 
myself now than I did a week ago~ (p.221) In keeping with her n~turep 
Stacey is much more clearsighted about her affair with Luke than 
Rachel can possibly be over her involvement with Nick. The former 
recognises that in a very real way she is playing out one of her own 
sexual fantasiesp and in her heart of hearts she knows that she will 
always fly back to her children. Separation brings pain but it is not 
unbearablep and the guilt is minimalp just one more thing to add to 
an already Long List of things about which she feels guilty. To be 
restored to personhood is worth it. She still rages internally at 
herself and her Lifep and Longs to be able to get awayp to have some 
time to herself when she does not feel the need to be back home where 
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people are depending on her to make sure everything is always 'all 
right'. 'If only I could get away, by myself, for about three weeks.' 
(p.44), 'I would like to live on a desert island.' (p.171) In the 
future she will probably continue to long to be her own person; at 
present she feels her family 'nourish me, yet they devour me too.' 
(p.17) She may often wonder 'Is this all there's ever going to be, 
just like this? Until I die.' (p.129) And, doubtless she will 
continue to carry on Long internal conversations with God, to whom 
she directs much of her soul-searching, and of whom she is constantly 
asking unanswerable questions. In fact, she is not terribly sure that 
He even exists, 'God knows why I chat to you, God - it's not that I 
believe in you. Or I do and I don't, like echoes in my head.' (p.66) 
Still, the conversations go on for reasons even she cannot explain. 
She would like to believe there is someone Listening and mourns her 
disbelief. Again, a habit acquired in childhood dies hard, even in 
the pagan world in which she Lives. Beckett would say that we as 
humans retain the old rituals Long after we have ceased to believe in 
them. Nevertheless, by the final page she is able to say 'Never mind. 
Give me another forty years, Lord, and I may mutate into a 
matriarch.' (p.308) 
It is now clear to her that she is no Longer the Stacey Cameron 
she keeps conjuring up in memory. Philip Larkin, in his poem 'Maiden 
Name' says: 
Marrying Left your maiden name disused. 
How beautiful you were, and near, and young, 
So vivid, you might still be there among 
Those first few days, unfingermarked again. 13 
Stacey MacAindra cannot be the same as Stacey Cameron because there 
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has been too much Living in between. Yet she Longs to be young once 
more, in a moment of forgetfulness calls herself Stacey Cameron and 
at one point ruefully exclaims, 'Everything will be just fine when 
I'm eighteen again.' (p.175) 
Although Stacey is the main character in The Eire-Dwellers 
Margaret Laurence has gone to great pains to create a number of other 
real people too. The MacAindra children are all individuals in their 
own right, each one possessed of qualities which make him or her 
unique. Colour of hair and eyes, shape of head, height, age, 
personality nothing is forgotten. Each one is also a source of 
individual worry to Stacey. She fears for Katie as, on the verge of 
womanhood, she goes out into the world where so many traps are set 
for the young. Yet from her own experience at that age she knows that 
nothing she says will be of any help. Ian is secretive and unable to 
express his feelings which, Like his father, he hides behind a stern 
mask of self-control. Slow, dreamy Duncan Longs for acceptance by 
both his older brother and his father. She also feels unable to help 
her male children. Jen, at two years of age, still does not talk and 
Stacey is torn between the fear that her daughter is mute and the 
greater fear that she is being a fussy mother. Most carefully drawn, 
yet Least accessible is tall, Lean Clifford, Mac to his friends, 
husband of Stacey, father of Katie, Ian, Duncan and Jen, son of 
Matthew, friend of Buckle. As a character he is not as fully realised 
as Stacey, but since the reader can only see him through her eyes, 
this is right. No two individuals can know one another fully. In the 
wedding photo we see at the beginning of the novel, he Looks out on 
the world 'hopeful, confident, Lean.' (p.4) Stacey remembers him as 
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0 a guy who was confident and ••• outgoing and full of Laughs and free 
from doubts, fond of watching football and telling Low jokes and 
knowing just where he was going, • 0 yesslr.a ••• (p.170) Now, at 
forty-three he Looks much the same except for the webbed Lines around 
his eyes and on his forehead. But he seems to have gone 'underground' 
(p.22) and to have Lost his sense of humour. Now he is tense, 
over-serious, touchy. Whereas Stacey drinks too much, he smokes too 
much. Because he did not finish University, he has no qualifications 
and has had to make his Living as a travelling salesman, a 
soul-destroying job which finds him plodding home each week-end 
dog-weary after a week on the road, too tired to even talk, and only 
Longing to be Left alonea He has a deep sense of failure that he has 
not done 1 something that meant something 0 (p.256), a fact Stacey only 
Learns when it comes out on one of the rare occasions when they are 
able to open up to one another. She had accepted that he 0 didn 1 t know 
what he was getting himself into, just as I didn°t 0 (p.23) when they 
married, but was unaware of how deeply he felt his responsibilities 
and how heavy they weighed upon him. Because he is a man of 
integrity, his wife is surprised when he takes on the job with the 
Richalife promotion which she regards as a charade and a confidence 
trick. She is even more surprised that he appears to believe in what 
he is asked to do. In some fundamental way she is unable to fathom 
what he thinks and feels, partly because they do not talk to one 
another on any but the most superficial level. Because the novel is 
Stacey's story, we hear her inner dialogue, but somehow we suspect 
that there is a similar, complementary dialogue taking place in Mac's 
head. 
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One of the dominant themes in this book is marriage. Above the 
MacAindra bed a wedding photograph shows 'Stacey twenty-three, almost 
beautiful, although not knowing it then, and Mac twenty-seven, 
hopeful, confident, lean, Agamemnon, king of men or the equivalent at 
least to her.' (p.4) Such an icon could be found in countless other 
homes throughout the Western world. In Stacey's case it hangs above 
the place which is the focal point of her marriage. Moreover it 
represents the death of a dream- her king is just a man like any 
other after all. The bedroom is often the place where a couple can 
discuss things privately; it is also the place where they can 
reaffirm their feelings for one another through sex. Sixteen years 
on, as far as Mac and Stacey are concerned none of this happens. To 
Stacey's constant pleas, "Tell me about it." "Talk to me." Mac's 
usual reply is, "Christ, am I ever beat." What conversation they have 
is usually brief, and trivial. "You okayp Stacey?" "Yes, I'm okay." 
"Good night." Their lovemaking has become routine and perfunctory; in 
Stacey's case, unsatisfying. In some cases it even becomes 'making 
hate' (p.163) The photograph has become a bitter reminder of the 
physical beauty and high hopes they have lost somewhere along the wa~ 
Stacey mourns this loss, and somehow feels responsible, so she is 
constantly apologising. 'Sorry' becomes a ritual word, used over and 
over again, in the hope of making everything 0 all right'. 
But theirs is not the only marriage we see. In the previous 
novels the supporting cast are left as shadowy figures, sketchily 
developed. The reader's attention was meant to home in on the central 
characters In The Fire-Dwellers the story ranges wider to include 
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more people, each of whom is given a greater significance. Tess and 
Jake Vogler from next door would appear to be happy. But their 
marriage runs into disaster when Tess tries to commit suicide and is 
confined to a mental home. Little Julian Garvey, courteous and 
pleasant to everyone else, bullies and carps all day Long at his 
Large, earth-mother wife, Bertha. Stacey's parents, as she remembers 
them, were Locked until death did them part, Living in separate 
compartments, he down among the dead men with his whisky bottle, she 
upstairs with her tranquillisers and sleeping pills. Mac's mother and 
father shared nothing except the daily tasks of serving the spiritual 
needs of Matthew's congregation. Buckle Fennick's marriage to Julie, 
a girl from Manawaka, ends in divorce after four years. 
Margaret Laurence makes it clear that the real difficulty Lies in 
one person's inability to communicate at any significant Level with 
any other. In each case the one party to the union has quite a 
different conception of the other's needs. Jake Vogler, absorbed in 
his own sense of inadequacy over his personal appearance, has no 
inkling of his beautiful wife's wistful sense of intellectual 
inferiority or of her deep Longing for children. What he thinks she 
wants is totally at odds with what she most desires. Yet he Loves 
her. Stacey is perceptive enough to recognise the situation as it is. 
When she is talking about the MacAindra house, she says, 'Mac hates 
it more every year because it's dowdy and reflects on him, or so he 
thinks. Or so I think he thinks.' (p.31) It is a fruitless exercise 
in understanding. She thinks he thinks, therefore •••• He thinks she 
thinks, therefore ••• and they are both wrong. 
104 
Stacey is depicted by the author as someone who desperately needs 
to talk to someone else out Loud. She needs verbal communication more 
than Mac who is naturally more reticent and inward-turned. In this 
way they are incompatible, but it has to be remembered that people 
like Mac who make their living by selling want not to have to talk 
when they get home, while Stacey who is home alone all day with a 
child who does not wish to speak longs for adult conversation. Of 
course it goes deeper than that. Stacey feels that her inability to 
get Mac to tell her what is going on in his head is another sign of 
failure on her part. She takes her husband 0 s need for what is today 
called space to indicate that he no Longer cares for herp and she 
mourns the fact that they no Longer seem to share their private 
lives. She also has the •.P belief that people should be able to na1ve 
tell each other the truth. At the same time she recognises that she 
herself does not do so, and that the way people deal with one another 
seems to have little to do with the truth as she sees it. The world 
appears to her to be run on lies, yet she wonders. how it could be 
otherwise. Perhaps the pain would be too much for them all to bear. 
She likes honesty but finds that honesty cannot always be the best 
policy. By the end of the novelp she has accepted that complete 
communication is neither possible nor even totally desirable. 
Only to Luke can Stacey speak easily about how she thinks and 
feels" Why is this? Is it really true? Luke appears to be less 
complicated, less inhibited by the social conventions, one of the new 
generation who do not accept all that nonsense about commitmentp 
responsibility, dutyp stability. He has no ties; he wants none. 
105 
Stacey believes he understands because he Listens and Laughs at her 
worries, but is he perhaps Laughing at the fact that she worries? 
Stacey has apparently not Learned that it can be easier to talk to a 
stranger about the things that matter most. Still, the author does 
allow us hope, symbolised in Jen who decides to speak at Last, and 
her first words are an invitation to a social act, '"Hi,Mum, want 
tea?"' (p.299) In time Stacey and Mac will Learn to Let the one see 
0 
into the other's soul, occasionally, if not always. Buckle's death 
and Duncan's near-drowning bring some of their secrets into the open, 
and at the end of the novel at Least they understand more about one 
another. Mac being Mac will retreat underground againe Stacey being 
Stacey will Long again from time to time for reassurance that she is 
worthy. But they will rub along. They will survive together. 
Marriage is a trap which they both accept. Whether that is what it 
should be is another story. In the final pages the author re-creates 
for us the scene with which she began, but it is night now, not 
morning. The wedding picture is still above the bed. What takes place 
there that night, between husband and wife, is an act of consolation 
'for everything that neither of them can help nor alter 9 (p.367). But 
Margaret Laurence has already spelled out for us what the new 
generation think of marriage. Katie says, "It's for the birds!" 
Writing about marriage Leads naturally into a treatment of family 
relationships and the inability of the different generations to 
14 
really know one another. Throughout the novel, real understanding 
only comes in fits and starts, often resulting from some remark 
allowed to escape in times of crisis. From day to day each of the 
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characters inhabits his private world, his 'cave' as Stacey calls it, 
Looking out from different vantage points upon the events they share. 
By stealth really, the author allows us to catch glimpses of what is 
going on in the minds of others. Duncan's 'I never do anything right' 
(p.119), Ian's 'Can't you Leave me alone? Can't you just Leave me 
alone?' (p.215), Katie's 'Just don't ever bawl me out again, eh?' 
(p.182) are all remarks which have escaped in an unguarded moment 
from the world where there be dragons. 
Stacey makes the mistake of believing that she is a bad mother 
because she does not know what is going on in her children's minds, 
but as the novel progresses and she recalls her relationship with her 
own mother, she comes to accept that that is how it is - nobody knows 
everything about anybody; we instinctively know more about those we 
Love than we think we do; we understand more when we try to stand in 
the other person's shoes. In her final summing up of her duty to 
Katie she recognises 'that there isn't much use, at this point, in 
telling her anything. She's on her own, so help her. So help her.' 
(p.302) In a conversation with Donald Cameron, Mrs Laurence says: 
I feel that human beings ought to be able, ought to be able to 
communicate and touch each other far more than they do, and this 
human Loneliness and isolation, which obviously occurs 
everywhere, seems to me part of man's tragedy. I'm sure one of 
the main themes in all my writings is this sense of man's 
~sot~tion from his fellows and how almost unbearably tragic this 
lS. 
Margaret Laurence does not merely draw our attention to the 
undercurrents flowing in the young MacAindra family. She reminds us 
that here is a universal human predicament which each generation 
faces anew. Matthew, Mac's father, comes too Late to recognise that 
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he has been unfair to his son. Stacey 0 s parents, Niall Cameron and 
his wife, were so busy with their private dance of death that they 
did not see its effect upon their daughters. Studies of The Family 
have become of intense interest to present day sociologists and 
psychologists. What holds families together when the 
interrelationships can be so destructive? The author has Stacey 
wonder why Buckle's mother, a prostitute, allowed him to be born and 
why he in turn cares for the disgusting caricature of a woman she has 
become. Why does Stacey take in Matthew when his failing sight makes 
it impossible for him to live alone, although she knows that his 
presence will irritate her to the point of yet another gin and 
tonic? Perhaps blood is thicker than water, and duty is still a word 
with some meaning. 
In The Fjre-pwellers the author says a great deal about the 
complicated relationships between father and son, mother and 
daughter. Although Mac and Stacey live in the sixties, they have 
inherited the traditional attitudes towards male and female roles. 
Mac believes that the man's role is that of provider, that the male 
must be strong and that a wife belongs to her husband alone. 'I won't 
have anybody else touching you, see.' (p.162) he grinds out when he 
believes Stacey has been unfaithful. The fact that he is unfaithful 
is quite another matter! He is constantly reproaching his wife for 
what he considers her coddling or spoiling of Ian and Duncan. He is 
terrified that they will not grow up to be manly- in every sense of 
the word. He fears their 'insufficient masculinity 0 (p.26) or that he 
might have 0 a pansy for a son.'(p.27) At one point he Lashes out at 
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Duncan with the words, 'Okay- you're going to get hurt; you're going 
to get bashed around; that's life. But for heaven°s sake, try to show 
a little guts.' (p.118) Open displays of affection are unmanly, so he 
tries to hide the tears he sheds over his friend Buckle's death. He 
sacrifices his integrity to do a job he doesn't believe in because he 
must provide for his family. Stacey, on the other hand, recognises in 
herself an ambivalent attitude to her beautiful daughter, Katie. She 
envies her her youth, her beauty, her vitality, her freedom, because 
they all remind her of Stacey Cameron at the same age. Twenty-five 
years on she Longs to be in her 'teens again and to dance, because to 
her to dance is to be really alive. 'Dance hope, girl, dance hope'. 
(p.135) One of the most telling scenes in the book is the one where 
Stacey, wearing tight green trousers, purple blouse, gold high-heeled 
sandals, and full of gin and tonic, spends an entranced afternoon in 
the basement room dancing with abandon to her old 78's. Even more 
telling is the sequel - a brief scene in the evening of that same day 
when she stands unseen, watching her fourteen-year-old daughter 
dancing alone in that same room to her records. Stacey must accept 
the fact that from then on she may have to be satisfied with 'dancing 
in her head.' 
Margaret Laurence has chosen to use an extremely complicated 
technique in structuring the novel. Clara Thomas calls it a 
' h . l . d d k h . •16 Fast-s utter1ng, mu t1screen camera an soun trac tee n1que. 
There are five different Layers to the story and as a consequence the 
reader is required to behave rather like a juggler to keep all the 
balls in the air at once. But after a few pages, there is no 
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difficulty. Day to day events are written in the present tense to 
distinguish them from the inner dialogue which is going on in 
Stacey's head and which may at any moment intrude upon what is 
happening around her. Her conversations with herself sometimes 
comment on what is happening, more often reveal her constant search 
for any relevance in her life. These musings can be either in the 
past or the present tense, and they swing wildly from mood to mood. 
In them we find the key to knowing the real Stacey. Her voice rings 
through the novel and there is a different sound for each of her many 
faces, public and private. At intervals we are given flashbacks of 
events from Stacey's past. These are always sparked off by some event 
or idea which presents itself in either of the other layers. Many of 
them go back in time to before she was married, when she was Stacey 
Cameron, young, happy and alive. This reflects one facet of her 
problem; she cannot accept that she is no longer that young girl. The 
flashbacks are set back from the margin rather like long quotations 
and are easily recognisable. At less frequent intervals there are 
italicised passages which represent Stacey's fantasies ~ daydream or 
nightmare. Finally there are the passages of Pinteresque conversation 
which are set out like a script with never a "he said" or "she said" 
in sight. The breakfast scene at the beginning of Chapter Four where 
Stacey is getting everyone off to work or school is so lifelike in 
its depicting of total chaos that it is only when the door slams that 
you realise that the whole effect has been created by conversation 
alone, with the inevitable radio blaring in the background. It is 
wonderfully ordinary. All are realistically interwoven and 
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interactive as we would find it in lifeo 17 
Such a complicated structure demands a similar complexity of 
vocabulary and here the author really comes into her own. She has a 
wonderful ear for the nuances of everyday speecho The vocabulary used 
in conversation is contemporary and varies in idiom to suit each 
individual speaker. When Stacey is talking to her family she falls 
easily into the slangy language of her childreno Conversations with 
outsiders like Tess tend to be clich~ridden and repetitive. Only 
with Luke does she seem to carry on any sort of intelligent 
conversationo But her inner voice has more variety and depth 
sometimes blasphemous, sometimes very articulate, frequently 
sardonic, always incisive. In the passages of fantasy the language is 
more literary, filled with the descriptive passages the author loves 
so welle Eccentricities of punctuation are also used to create 
certain effectso Sentences in conversations are frequently left 
unfinished and un-stopped to imitate the way people tend to cut in 
before statements are finished, or leave their comments hanging in 
mid-air. In the internal conversations at times of greatest stress, 
punctuation disappears entirely. Throughout the novel every now and 
then we happen upon the usual passages of apt description heavy with 
imagery which are one of the author 1 s trademarkso When Stacey is 
walking beside the harbour, 
the gulls are spinning high, freewheeling. Wings like white arcs 
of light crescenting above the waterfront" Voices mocking 
piratically at the city's edges ••• (p.9) 
Morning, and the sky is like the water-colour blue from a 
paintbox. Warm-cool, the air smells of grass and last night's 
rain. On Bluejay Crescent the laburnum branches bend a little 
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with the yellow wind-swaying burden of blossoms, and the Leaves 
of the big chestnuts are green outspread tree-hands. Kids under 
school age are out already, whizzing up and down the sidewalks 
with wagons and tricycles. In the distance the mountains form the 
city's walls and boundaries, some of them snow mountains even 
now, as though this place belonged to two worlds, two 
simultaneous seasonsc(pp. 71-72) 
The woman is gigantic, outspread Like r1s1ng dough gone amok, 
swelling and undulating over the stiff upholstery of the chair, 
gaping body covered with tiny~fLower~printed dress huge and 
shroud-shaped, vastly numerous chins trembling eel-like separate 
but involved, eyes closed, and at the end of the Kodiak arms, 
contrasting hands neatly made, fine~fingered, encrusted with 
silver-and-gold-colored rings which might almost have been 
costly, from the way the hands flairfully wear them.(p.157) 
The progress of the story from chapter to chapter is uneven, 
reflecting Stacey 0 s inner turmoil" On the surface Life is structured 
by the continuum of Looking after the family" Days pass anonymously, 
a clever device to suggest the sameness of it all. Neither Stacey nor 
the. reader really knows what day of the week it is ~ except for 
Sunday when Mac is home all day" More than one quarter of the book, 
in two chapters, deals with the two steps Stacey takes to find love ~ 
first unsuccessfully with Buckle, then for a time with Luke. After 
this the chapters get shorter as her rebellion against her lot grows 
less and her acceptance of life as it is increases" She reaches a 
state of equilibrium. She does not accept her lot joyfully, but she 
does accept it" She allows some of her dreams to die" With her 
typical sardonic humour she Looks forward to a future where she is 
determined to cope. Will there be a tomorrow? Yes, but take it one 
day at a time" 
Not only has Margaret Laurence used a different structural 
technique in this novel, she has also leavened it with much more 
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humour. There are few laughs in either The Stone Angel or A Jest of 
~ In A Bird in the House Aunt Edna Connor's wisecracks are her 
defence in her situation, but the tone of the novel is serious at 
heart. In The Fire-Dwellers the author gives Edna's wit to Stacey. 
What saves the Latter's sanity in the end is her ability to see the 
ridiculous in things. At moments when she is at her Lowest ebb, she 
is often able to bring herself back on course by some wisecrack 
directed at herself or the world or God. Her wit is sardonic rather 
than comic, and she is quick to see the irony in events. Tess Vogler 
tells her, 'I wish I had your way of Laughing at everything, Stacey.' 
(p.97) We know that Stacey feels you have to Laugh or you would cry. 
No story of Margaret Laurence's is free from irony, and there is 
no one more aware of Life's Little ironies than Stacey. But, the 
biggest irony of all is one of which she is totally unaware. In fact, 
unless the reader is a devotee of the Laurence novels and has read A 
Jest of God that irony will go unobserved. Here is a kind of joke to 
be shared by the coqnoscenti. It is the device used by Anthony Powell 
in his series of novels Dance to the Music of Time. where the same 
event appears in more than one novel and assumes a different 
significance depending on who is relating it. In A Jest of God we see 
Rachel and her mother reading a Letter from Stacey at breakfast. They 
infer that she is rather an overprotective mother. It is written in 
her usual breezy, elliptical style and as usual, they conclud~ that 
all is well. After all, the Stacey they know is so very competent and 
confident. In The Fire-Dwellers the reader is shown Stacey writing 
the Letter to her mother and it is the same, word for word, as the 
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one Mrs Cameron reads to Rachel~ but ~ there is another letterp 
written only in Stacey 0 s head~ the one she would like to send but 
dare not~ because she thinks her mother would neither understand nor 
be able to help. In it she agonizes 0 I don°t know what to do. I 
worry. I get afraid. I drink too much. I get unreasonably angry ••• '. 
(p.149) To compound the irony the reader of the two books knows that 
at the very time when Stacey is having her encounter with Luke 
Venturi Rachel is discovering love/sex with Nick Kazlik. In a way the 
two men resemble one another in that they are both of immigrant 
non-WASP families and neither wants to become too committed. The 
time span in the two novels is almost identical - June through summer 
to September. The final twist comes when Stacey receives Rachel's 
letter informing the MacAindras of the Cameron°s intention to move to 
Vancouver. Mac 0 s reaction isp 0 Holy Jesus~ that 0 s all we needed. 0 
(p.308) They have already had to give Mac 0 s father a home. When will 
his responsibilities end? Neither he nor Stacey know why they are 
coming~ while we know Rachel is on the same journey towards 
self-fulfilment as her sister. A subsidiary irony lies in Rachel 0 s 
belief that her sister has everything that could make one happy. 
Any treatment of this novel would be incomplete without some 
comment on Margaret Laurence 0 s statement about the society of the 
sixties. It is central to the book~ and although the core of the 
novel is Stacey 0 s dilemma~ the society in which she lives has created 
it. There are pitfalls for the novelist who wishes to highlight 
social evils and Margaret Laurence has fallen into one or two. 
Certain scenes are made part of the story though they add very little 
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to the development of the central themeo It is noticeable that 
nothing of the sort has crept into the previous novelsp but this may 
well be because the setting in them was a small towno In The 
Fjre-Qwelle~we have moved to the Big Cityp a mercantile centre 
where invisible waves of sound and picture move through the air and 
enter every homea The choice of Vancouver as the background for the 
squalid commercialism the author describes is most apt -this 
debasing of human values takes place in one of the most beautiful 
cities you could imaginep a city which in turn stands as a monument 
to progress in the midst of the most breathtakingly spectacular 
landscape a 
What kind of society does the author describe? First of allp it 
is one which is bombarded with informationa Some of this is trivialp 
much of it seems to be of disastersa The crucial point about this 
surfeit of news is that it invades the privacy of the home through 
the radio and through what Stacey refers to as the Ever Open eyea It 
is difficult to escapee Moreoverp for Stacey who is at home all week 
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alonep especially in the eveningsp the media provide company while 
helping to pass the lonely hourso 
The nature of what she sees and hears so horrifies her that she 
has developed a morbid fear of some kind of disaster striking her 
familya She sees death and destruction before her in her own home and 
she is afraido It begins to appear as though she lives in a world 
conceived by Hieronymus Boscho In part this is whyp whenever she 
leaves homep she has a compulsion to get backa She wants to feel safe 
within its four wallsp yet she is sure some day even that will not be 
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possibleo She watches the disasters on television and knows that a 
film crew must be taking the picturesp almost as if it were a movieo 
She is terrified that one day she will open the door and find them 
filming in her streeto In her subconscious she fears the Big Bango In 
real life she sees one of Ian°s school friends knocked down and 
killed by a car and Duncan nearly drowns on an outing to the beacho 
Death is never far awayo 
However troubling Stacey 0 s problems and frustrations are to herp 
they gain a peculiarly ironic resonance when they are set against 
the insistent gloom of the global situationooo In contrast to 
such appalling conditions all over the worldp Stacey 0 s problems 
are minusculep her own family more preciouSooo This knowledge 
also has theaoo effect of fostering the feeling that nothing is 
0 all right 0 o Her sensitivity to the dire global situation simply 
intensifies her feelings of confusion and powerlessness" 18 
The author chooses fire as the greatest danger threatening 
Stacey 0 s world partly because it is the element most awesome and 
horrible to manp partly because it provides a parallel to her fiery 
natureo Fire can consume and destroy; it can also cleanse and purify" 
The novel 0 s central theme is encapsulated in the words of the nursery 
rhyme 0 Ladybirdp Ladybirdp fly away homep Your house is on firep your 
children will burno 0 These words form the novel 0 s epigraph; they also 
insist on rising to the surface of Stacey 0 s mindp in times of crisisp 
to express her compulsive need to return to Bluejay Crescent to make 
sure that everything is 0all right 0 with her fire-dwellers" Her 
obsessive fear of the firep the holocaustp is counterbalanced by her 
love of the waterp of the oceano Of coursep water is the element 
least compatible with fireo In times of trouble she is drawn to the 
seao It is there that she meets Lukep who calls her Merwomano He too 
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loves the seao She seeks and finds release by the watersidep but then 
must return to the city she imagines is threatened by fire because 
that is where her responsibility Liese Then even the sea lets her 
downp because it almost takes from her her sonp Duncano Still even 
this act of betrayal has a beneficial result because she and Mac are 
ablep for a time at leastp to approach one another in lovep which 
still does burn in them bothp if only fitfully and often damped downa 
Stacey wondersp 0 Will the fires go onp inside and out? Until the 
moment when they go out for mep the end of the worlda 0 (pa307) 
The other twentieth century phenomenon which the author attacks 
is the world of selling and advertisingo The weapon she uses is 
ridicule or parodyp inviting the reader to laugh with her at the 
devices manufacturers use to sell their productso She suggests that 
beneath the surface it is all a huge confidence trick played on 
innocentp gullible peopleo The Polyglam Party held at Tess Vogler 0 s 
pokes splendid fun at the method adopted by some firms for selling in 
the homeo Women readers will recognise it as a parody of the 
Tupperware Parties which were so popular in the sixtiesa We are asked 
to look at the proceedings through Stacey 0 s eyesp a bonus because she 
sees the whole evening as a kind of sad farceo The author cannot 
resist giving us a typical Laurencian description of the Polyglam 
lady -
The plastic lady is petite and emaciatedp high frothed-up hair 
metallic blondep high thin teetery heels supporting bird-bone 
anklesp face gay-gay-gay with its haggardness fairly well masked 
by tan makeup and the scarlet gash of a lipstick smileo Her 
sleeveless silver dress shimmers like the scanty robe of some 
oracleu and on the right breast it bears the irridescent ice-blue 
letters 0 Polyglam 0 a(PPo83-84) 
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Moreoverp if we read the passage carefully we see that the author is 
describing a woman desperate to sell because her living depends on 
itp and prepared to go to any ridiculous lengths to do soo Indeed, 
does Mac not find himself in the same situation? Another invidious 
feature of this kind of selling is that people feel obliged to buy 
things whether they want them or need thema No one goes home 
empty-handed from the Polyglam Partyo Early in his career Mac had 
given up his job selling encyclopedias because he suddenly realised 
he was talking people into buying books they could not afford for 
reasons which they did not fully understanda But at forty-three he 
can no longer afford such scruplesa 
The marketing of beauty products and the social pressure to "look 
good" are also attackedp again through the medium of laughtera The 
beauty parlour where Stacey goes for her hair-dos is described as a 
kind of shrine to beauty with the hairdressers in their priestess 
gowns performing their magic on the customersa Not even the Avon lady 
escapes Margaret Laurence 0 s barbsp though in this case she is called 
the Hatshepsut Ladya Just try to say that when you have had two gins 
and tonic! The author is very naughty in her choice of name for this 
range of beauty productsp yet another line of 0 non magic jars and 
lipsticks 0 (po4) like the ones already sitting on Stacey 0 s dressing 
tablea Hatshepsut was an Eygptian queen who was so hated that when 
she died her name was erased from every surfacea Ergop did she ever 
exist? Tess Vogler has bought the complete range of these beauty 
productsp again in her own homea 
- it 0 s only sold door-to-doora This awfully nice woman came 
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around and I asked her in more out of politeness than anything 
you know and then we got talking and well I mean I don't usually 
buy cosmetics door-to-door but this sounded so interesting. 
They're all natural products. (p.185) 
Tess does not need anything to improve her already flawless 
complexion, but she has bought them, partly because she lacks 
confidence, partly because her life is empty and she is lonely. 
However, all these other sales gimmicks pale into insignificance 
before the Richalife promotion with which Mac becomes involved. 
Margaret Laurence spares us none of the details of this glossy, 
expensive, tasteful example of the soft sell. The product is simply a 
course of vitamin pills but a mystique, accompanied by an aura of 
scientific validity, is created round them by means of personal 
evaluation quizzes, by elaborate charts to tailor the course of pills 
to the individual, even by graphs to record the progress towards all 
those physical and mental benefits the pills are said to bestow. Best 
of all, they come in pretty colours, a different one for each day of 
the week, rather like medicinal Smarties. The culmination of the 
sales promotion is the Rally which Stacey attends without Mac's 
knowledge. Through her amazed eyes we see a carefully orchestrated 
production which bears all the earmarks of a revivalist meeting 
without the hysteria, or of a twentieth century version of the rites 
in the Temple of Vesta. Vestal virgins sing hymns about the benefits 
of Richalife and Thor Thorlakson, the Billy Graham of the patent 
medicine world, delivers a speech reeking with sincerity to tell a 
rapt audience about his life BR (Before Richalife) and AR (After 
Richalife). Thor himself is so beautifully packaged he seems almost 
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inhuman, the android of advertising. 
In a society where few people hold strong religious beliefs the 
vacuum is filled by such public relations exercises as Richalife 
which offers a New Way of Life, an improvement in the quality of 
living, and a chance for lonely people to belong to a group. 
Richalife, promising rejuvenation through vitamin pills, is a secular 
parody of the religious vision of the Promised Land: 'Both Spirit and 
Flesh altered!' (p.34) The Revival Meeting is now the Richalife Rally 
but it offers many of the same things. There is the togetherness of 
the search for that better life, the verbalising of longings in song, 
the testimonial of success from someone worthy of admiration, the 
leader who is apparently all the things one could wish oneself to be. 
Through Stacey we see a world full of lonely, unmotivated people 
looking for something to give purpose and hope to their lives. In 
this way the author comments on a world adrift upon a sea of 
. f d" ff . 19 disbel1e and 1sa ect1on. 
Why does Margaret Laurence take such a risk in devoting so much 
of her novel to the world of selling, for risk it is? She leaves 
herself open to the accusation that the book is simply a novelistic 
report from a member of the Advertising Standards Authority. 
Obviously she does want to castigate what she considers the dubious 
ethics of the image-makers. However, we must realise that Stacey's 
inner tensions arise in part from the fact that she is a product 
herself, her aspirations stemming from a society that is dedicated to 
consuming. But the author's main reason for introducing the Richalife 
promotion is surely to create tension within the novel. In the first 
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instance, the fact that Stacey feels uneasy about the campaign, 
finding it all rather Laughable and irrelevant, increases the strain 
between Mac and her. It seems to her that he has become deeply 
committed to a job which is unworthy. Yet again, Stacey's vague sense 
of recognition when she 
'Mephistopheles,' (p.44) 
meets Thor Thorlakson, 'bat-winged 
introduces a whisper of doubt into the 
reader's mind. Is he all he seems? Moreover, tension develops between 
Mac and Thor for reasons which we do not immediately understand. Thor 
would appear to be subtly but deliberately trying to undermine Mac's 
position with the firm, forcing the Latter to work doubly hard, so 
increasing his alienation from Stacey more. Finally, there is tension 
in Mac himself because, although he does not really believe in many 
of the Richalife techniques for selling the product, he feels that in 
this new job Lies his Last chance to provide well for his family. In 
the past he has kept his integrity and managed a reasonable standard 
of Living. By joining the Richalife team he has taken a step towards 
giving them a richer Life financially. For this he is prepared to 
sacrifice some of his principles and compromise. He salves his 
conscience with the thought that at Least the pills do no one any 
harm. In fact, when Julian Garvey comes to ask for a course of 
Richalife products, Mac sends him home 
scruples are still there. Of course, 
emptyhanded, so his old 
the author cannot resist 
introducing the final ironic twist. Thor is recalled to Head Office, 
and Mac is given his post, on the very day when he had decided to 
resign from the team. Thus he will be able to get rid of some of the 
more pointless features of the sales initiative. The ultimate irony 
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is that by this time we, like Stacey, know who Thor really is and why 
he has victimised Mac. 
Does the book have a happy ending? Of course not. Life is not 
like that, says Margaret Laurence. We accept this but still want 
reassurance that all will be well, or that the MacAindras are all 
right, at least for now, so Stacey's final words are soothing. 
'Temporarily, they are all more or less okay.' (p.308) Everyone can 
relax; give a sigh of relief. Another crisis has been successfully 
weathered. Let us enjoy it before the next one arises. Watch out for 
next week's thrilling instalment! 
The characters make the important discovery that they can cope 
after all, that they will survive, and they get on with living. This 
in itself is comforting. However, they have no illusions about 
happiness being an assured element of the human condition. In !he 
Fjre-Dwellers Stacey accepts that Life will go on very much the same, 
but she has discovered that she has inner resources to call on when 
the crises come. 
A few more years of this Life, God, and if I'm not demented, I'll 
have a hide like a rhinoceros. Odd- Mac has to pretend he's 
absolutely strong, and now I see he doesn't believe a word of it. 
Yet he's a whole lot stronger than he thinks he is. Maybe they 
all are. Maybe even Duncan is. Maybe even I am. (p.285) 
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124 
became obsessed with this notion, as it seemed to convey the 
quality of the lives I wanted to try to get across ••• both 
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be as sharp and instantaneous as possible, and always brief, 
because it seemed to me that this is the way - or at least one 
way- life is perceived, in short visual images which leap away 
from us even as we look at them ••• The inner monologue, of 
course, is strictly in Stacey's voice, and it was through this, 
largely, that I hoped to convey her basic toughness of 
character, her ability to laugh at herself, her strong survival 
instincts ••• The reason that I did not use any quotation marks 
in The Fire-Dwellers was that I wanted to get, once again, the 
sense of everything happening all at once, the way in which talk 
flows in and out of people's lives and is not cut off or 
separate from events.' pp. 88-89. 
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19. Author's Comment: Although the Richalife Rally appears to be 
rather exaggerated as described by Margaret Laurence, her belief 
that fact and fiction are never far apart (see The Diviners) is 
borne out in an article that appeared in The Tjme~, Tuesday, \ 
December 10th, 1985, where a similar rally for a new: American 
product being introduced to Britain caught the journalist's 
notice. The product, Herbalife, was being promoted at Central 
Hall, Westminster, where 'the platform was decked out with green 
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and yellow plants (the Herbalife colours)" Two large TV screens 
at the front of the hall displayed the Herbalife logo. Loud 
American rock music was playing. Suddenlyp just as Bruce 
Springsteen reached the climax of "Born in the USA"p the screens 
sprang into life to show a bouncy woman in a bright blue 
jumpsuitp sweeping - half running and giving a strange whoop 
on to the centre stage to rapturous applause" Introducing 
herself as Caroline Hazledine, she quickly launched into a sales 
pitch about Herbalife ••• Finally, the star of the show, was 
presented •• " Looking like a younger Bruce Forsythp with jutting 
jaw, gleaming teeth and sharp pin-striped suitp the tanned 
Thompson related how his friend Mark Hughes had prevailed upon 
him to se llo 0 0 0 8 
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To Put Away Childish Things 
More often than not grandfathers are portrayed as benevolent 
creatures, mellowed with age and prone to dandling grandchildren on 
their knees while regaling them with tales of the olden days- each a 
model for that epitome of good humour, Father Christmas. At least so 
they appear in children's storybooks and certain television 
commercials. The truth may be somewhat different. Vanessa MacLeod 1 s 
maternal grandfather, Timothy Connor, of A Bird jn the House. was 
quite another breed, an archetype who would be at home in one of 
those epic novels or long-running serials which chronicle the 
fortunes of a dynasty tyrannised by its founder. In real life 
Margaret Laurence's maternal grandfather, John Simpson, dominated her 
life as Vanessa's Grandfather Connor does hers; the former is the 
model for the Latter. For years after Mr Simpson died Margaret 
Laurence suffered pangs of guilt because she hated him so much. In 
writing about her fear and dislike of him she acknowledged these 
sentiments, accepting them and translating them into tolerance and 
understanding. Margaret Atwood has suggested that the theme of the 
tyrannical grandfather <or 1 grandmother, or both) recurs more 
frequently in Canadian fiction than elsewhere, because he embodies 
those characteristics of strength, determination and singleness of 
purpose which are needed in the successful pioneer. 
Grandparents are obsessed by work; they have unbending wills and 
sets of "principles" which the author may feel his own generation 
has lost. They are grimly religious, and more than willing to 
police and censor the morals of others. They rule, or attempt to 
rule, their children with a rod of iron. They are patriarchs and 
matriarchs, and their cosmic rigidity goes far beyond the 
strength necessary to build and sust~in a pioneering community.Z 
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When such attributes, admirable in themselves, repress such emotions 
as love, compassion, and sympathy because they might be seen as 
weakness, the results can be very destructive of human relationships. 
The patriarchal society which this represents, with the emphasis on 
the so-called masculine virtues, produces conflict, and results in 
injustices, especially for the women. As a child Vanessa is vaguely 
aware of this unfairness; as she grows older her awareness grows too. 
Her love for her mother and her Aunt Edna, coupled with a fierce 
sense of her own worth, makes her resent the power which her 
grandfather possesses to shape all their lives. This resentment can 
only be replaced when she sees how he too is a victim, crippled by 
the demands made on him to enable him to succeed and survive. The 
theme of A Bjrd in the House is, therefore, the arrival at this 
understanding. 
The eight short stories in the book were begun in 1962, nine 
years after her grandfather's death, while Margaret Laurence was 
living in England. Time, distance and the very act of setting down 
her feelings combined to help her to accept what she had always 
considered unacceptable. The stories are, therefore, fictionalized 
autobiography. In the fiction she becomes Vanessa Macleod who 
experiences all the resentments and hot anger towards her Grandfather 
Connor that the author had felt for her Grandfather Simpson. But in 
the end each comes to an understanding and acceptance of the 
grandparent as he was. 
In an interview, Journal of Canadian Fjctjon she reveals: I 
Only after I had finished writing these short stories did I begin 
to realise that, although I had detested the old man at the time, 
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I no Longer detested him. I had come to some kind of terms with 
him, whereby I could realize that even though he had been a very 
hard man, he had had a very hard Life and he had characteristics 
of strength and of pride that were admirable - and the other side 
of the coin was his inability to show affection.3 
How did Margaret Laurence go about this exorcism? Each of the 
eight stories is an entity; it may be read on its own and will stand 
or fall on its own merits. Inevitably some of them are stronger than 
others. But together they make more than just a collection of short 
stories; together they form a kind of novelo Patricia Morley 
considers that 'The collection forms an unconventional novel, Linked 
by character, setting, narrative voice and structure. 4 George 
Woodcock in an essay in Canadjan Literature reaches the same 
conclusion. To him, 'Story flows into story, to such an extent that 
when they are collected a perceptible development from one to the 
other becomes evident, and it is hard to know whether to define A 
Bjrd in the House as a collection of tales or as a Loosely knit and 
unconventional novel.' 5 Robert Gibb's introduction to the New 
Canadian Library edition of A Bird in the House expands on this idea. 
He maintains that 'Organically this book is one, but technically it 
is a book of stories' and he goes on to suggest that 'the extrication 
of particular narrative threads from the nexus has a clarifying 
effect... Isolating particular narrative Lines gives clarity and 
emphasis to the discoveries made and creates an artifice of sequence 
out of the mass of experience.' 6 Certainly the method has produced a 
work which feels more approachable, one where the essential elements 
are more definable, and where the reader can be more certain of 
drawing the correct conclusions. The opposite is true of the novels. 
In them so much is provided for our consfderation that we are never 
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sure we have acknowledged the significance of it all. 
In each story or chapter Vanessa begins at a specific point in 
her life; in each she moves on from that point to a position of 
greater understanding and acceptance. According to John Moss 'Each 
story is shaped towards some particular cluster of insights on 
Vanessa's part, which she intuitively responded to as a girl and 
young woman, and comments on from the vantage of maturity with a 
mixture of guarded warmth and ironic tolerance.• 7 
Indeed, the stages in her development are very carefully mapped 
out for us, with a deliberate emphasis, in story after story, on 
Vanessa's age. Again and again we read such phrases as 'for I was ten 
that spring' (A Bird in the House1 p.4) 'when I was eleven' (p.116), 
'with a thirteen-year-old', (p.152), 'I was twenty', (p.203>, making 
sure we know exactly where we are. The device can become rather 
tiresome in the long run, but it does give us a timetable for 
development, and somehow we suspect that the device is one the author 
has hit upon to ease her own way through the chronology of those ten 
years of progress towards self-knowledge. Of course, it also betrayed 
the fact that this is a collection of short stories. As she thinks 
her way step by step, each of the stories grows out of the last and 
moves on from it. There is a steady development of character, 
producing a cumulative effect missing from such collections as a 
rule. Normally the short story tends to deal with a unique situation 
and depends on an unexpected twist or quirk to give it interest. The 
short story writer does not have the scope to make the characters 
grow in stature or change with time. The reader learns something of 
the natures of the people involved and may see possibilities for 
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change as a result of the events depicted, but there cannot be that 
depth of character development which is possible in the novel. This 
is where Margaret Laurence's eight stories differ from the usual 
collection. Together they do reveal growth. Compare them with 
Katherine Mansfield's collection of charming short stories about her 
childhood in New Zealand. Written out of homesickness, they depict 
her family enjoying their pleasant, comfortable, middle class lives 
in a variety of situations, but the people do not alter. It is almost 
as though they were preserved in aspic. Margaret Laurence's reason 
for writing her stories makes the end product different. 
As each story came into being in the years between 1962 and 1970, 
it was given a life of its own. Individually all except the last 
appeared in one or another publication, or were read on radio. 
'Jericho's Brick Battlements' was added when tf.ey were collected into 
book form. Always they were bound by unity of theme into a whole. 
Apart from having a common background in Manawaka they are unified in 
theme by Vanessa's progress toward maturity through the slow, steady, 
painful process of growing up and learning to understand the 
conflicts and sorrows of the adult world. The stories are told as a 
personal narrative. It is right that we should see things through her 
eyes as we come to comprehend with her the meaning of the dramas she 
observes being enacted around her. Moreover, since they are a working 
out of the author's own attitudes to her grandparent, it is almost 
inevitable that they should be told in the first person. However, 
using the first person narrative could impose certain limitations on 
the reporting of what goes oh because, after all, Vanessa is a child 
and not omniscient. The author overcomes this difficulty by making 
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Vanessa what she herself calls •a professional Listener• {p.11). With 
the child's wiliness she has Learned so well the art of being 
invisible, of appearing not to be Listening, that the adults, 
especially her mother and aunt, tend to speak and act as though she 
were not there. On those occasions when she is excluded from the 
adult presence, she has her 'Listening posts• {p.77) to which she 
resorts. In this way she eavesdrops and overhears many things which 
reveal the pressures and unhappiness besetting the grown-ups. She 
stores up this knowledge until she is old enough to make sense of it 
all. 
In fact the actual narrator is the older Vanessa, the 
forty-year-old woman who recounts the gradual Loss of her childish 
innocence as she grows up. Kent Thompson refers to this method as 
'the device of the double-perspective ••• The adult narrator Learns 
8 from what the child experienced and failed to understand'. The first 
person narrative has also been used in The Stone Angel and A Jest of 
~- In these novels the reader sees through the eyes of the main 
characters, while being able to assume a more dispassionate stance, 
enabling an appreciation of the realities of the situation described, 
since it is possible to make allowances for the personal bias of the 
narrator. In the short stories the mature Vanessa does this for the 
reader. Although they retell events from her childhood and are to be 
seen through the child's eyes, the adult storyteller uses these 
experiences to arrive at conclusions, sometimes implicit, sometimes 
more explicitly expressed at the end of a story or chapter, to 
represent Margaret Laurence's own coming to terms with her childhood. 
By reliving her early experiences, where she felt so much helpless 
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anger and frustration? coupled ~ith a sense of deep injusticep she is 
able to see events in a different lightc The very act of recall 
requires that she reassess her previous childish reactions and look 
beyond the obvious to the truth - all humankindp and that includes 
Timothy Connorp find the act of living a difficult and puzzling 
exercisec The exorcism is ~hen she can admit her blood ties with her 
grandfatherp with all that that meansc 0 1 had feared and fought the 
old manp yet he proclaimed himself in my veins 0 a Cpa207)c 
As we begin the stories Vanessa 0 s life gravitates bet~een her 
Grandmother MacLeod 0 s house where she lives with her parentsp and the 
Brick House which shelters her mother 0 s familyp the Connorsa Both 
houses are large and ugly; both are monuments to the status in the 
community earned by the owner builders; neither belongs to the young 
familya The author makes us very much aware of the exclusiveness of 
their liveso The stories are about what goes on in the Connor and 
MacLeod familiesp behind the closed doors of those two imposing 
houses built by pioneers of the town of Manawakao Vanessa recognises 
this clannishness when she says 0 what I really saw was only what went 
on in our familyo 0 (pa136) When she is t~elve her fatherP Dr Ewen 
MacLeodp dies of pneumonia leaving his young family with no means of 
supporta Thus Vanessap her motherp and Baby Roderick must move into 
the Brick Houseo This narrows the young girl 0 s world still furthero 
She describes the Connor place as 0 plain as the winter turnips in its 
root cellarp sparsely windowed as some crusader 0 s embattled fortress 
in a heathen wildernessp its rooms in a perpetual gloom except in the 
brief height of summer 0 o Cpa3) Indeedp like the fortress it 
resembledp it both kept people in arid locked them outa Ednap the 
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youngest of the Connorsp is forced to live there because she is 
unable to find a job; her eldest sisterp Beth MacLeodp must live 
there because she is a penniless widowc Moreoverp people rarely visit 
for fear of Grandfather Connor 0 s brusque inhospitalityc Nor can we 
imagine Vanessa inviting her school friends round to play at her 
housec Margaret Laurence skilfully implies that the child lives a 
double lifep one with her contemporariesp another with her family~ 
and that it is the latter which concerns usc As we read the storiesp 
Vanessa seems strangely isolatedp a solitary child who spends a great 
deal of time reading anything she can lay her hands onp writing 
highly imaginativep romantic fictionp wandering about the empty rooms 
and atticsp and alwaysp always listening and watchingc But we do know 
that she also enjoys riding her bikep climbing treesp sharing secrets 
with her best friendp Mavisp skating at the rink on Saturday; laterp 
we find her drinking coffee and listening to the juke box in the town 
, . 
cafep go1ng to dancesp even falling in lovec In factp she is a 
normalp lively young girlc The difference lies in the emphasise We 
are required to see her as the adult Vanessa sees herself when 
examining those aspects of her childhood which she perceives have 
been crucialc 
The private world which we are invited to share is very much a 
woman°Sc After their mother 0 s death the two sistersp Beth and Ednap 
spend their lives together protecting each other from their fatherp 
giving one another moral supportp sharing the household duties in the 
Brick Housec More and more they draw Vanessa in to participate in 
their secret lives- the daily conversations in the kitchen away from 
0 him 0 p or the frequent retreats to Edna 0 s bedroom for a furtive 
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cigarette and more private talk. At one point Edna, who is not so 
very much older than her niece, says to her, 1 "We 0 re making you grow 
up before your time."' (p.49) In fact they are teaching her the 
tactics of survival. It is the two women's Love and encouragement, 
coupled with her observation of the way they cope with the blows Life 
deals each of them, that make it possible for her to come to terms 
with her own heartbreaks. Margaret Atwood makes a point of the 
apparent Lack of joy in the Lives of the people in A Bird in the 
House, and Henry Kreisel says, 'We are given here the Manitoba of the 
-
1930's, a black, pinched, puritanical environment ••• •9 In theory this 
should be true. ~n fact it is not. Admittedly there is a good deal of 
death and sadness incorporated into the stories and one of the 
Lessons Vanessa has to Learn is that there is much grief hidden 
behind the everyday masks people wear while they get on with their 
Lives. However, it is difficult to think of her as an unhappy child. 
Even her grandfather's Lowering presence does not kill her natural 
exuberance and joy. She simply Learns early to check them in his 
presence. Moreover, the stories reveal how much the indomitable Aunt 
Edna with her wisecracks and her manic but therapeutic piano playing 
contributes to helping her niece maintain a sense of proportion. 
There may not be much joy in the Brick House - even the canary only 
sings on rare occasions- but Vanessa does not see her childhood as 
unhappy. It was a grim time; Grandfather Connor was a grim man. The 
grown-ups had secret sorrows. But her Life was neither sad or 
deprived, because it was filled with the humour and Love provided by 
her aunt and her mother. In a strange sort of way, even the brother 
whose birth takes up an entire story in the book-'To Set Our House in 
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Order 0 is excludeda Once the child for whom she 0 felt such 
tenderness and such resentment 0 (pa112) has been bornp he is only 
mentioned in passing in the rest of the storiesp except 0 The Half 
Husky 0 a We must assume then that he is not a part of the drama with 
which we are to concern ourselves a Vanessa does not ignore his 
presence - she tells us in a sentence or two that he is aboutp then 
gets on with what she is doinga Ten years difference in age would 
explain some of thisp but more likely it is simply that for the 
purpose of these stories he is not importanta Old for her yearsp she 
is closer to her mother and her aunt than to the brother who occupies 
territory she has long since left behinda 
In her writing Margaret Laurence handles time in a variety of 
waysa In The Stone Angel we are given two narratives running parallel 
to one anotherp one in the presentp one in the pastp linked by the 
central characterp Hagar Shipleyp who actually tells botha In the 
eight stories in A Bird jo the Hqyse time moves forward in a series 
of advances and retreatsa Each advance takes us a bit further forward 
from Vanessa 0 s childhood to womanhooda After each gain there is a 
return to a spot in the early years from which we can then move even 
closer to the presenta In °The Sound of the Singing 0 at the beginning 
of the collectionp Vanessa is tena 0 In A Bird in the House 0 the story 
begins when she is twelve but she is seventeen when it endsp whereas 
in the last story 0 Jericho 0 s Brick Battlements 0 we have a span of 
nearly eight years from twelve and a half to twentya In all they 
cover a period of twenty yearsp that time when her Grandfather Connor 
was the single most prominent influence in her lifea When she was 
twenty her grandfather diedp but it was twenty years on before she 
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really came to terms with her memory of himo 
From her vantage point beyond childhoodp Margaret 
Laurence/Vanessa MacLeod is able to sift and order her memories until 
they shape themselves into stories which will show her making sense 
of her experienceso At first she watches and absorbso As her 
awareness increases she becomesp firstp angry at what she sees as 
unfairness manifested around herp then laterp resigned to the 
inexplicable way individuals suffer yet survivea She also has to 
learn that not everyone does surviveo Piquette Tonnerre is destroyedp 
long before her death in a firep by her desperate longing to be found 
acceptable by the society Vanessa representsa The knowledge that her 
Indian blood puts her beyond the pale cripples her far more than her 
diseased bonea Vanessa 0 s cousinp Chrisp defeated by lifep retreats 
into a silent world of fantasy where no one can reach himo Thus the 
fact that there will be casualties to the system must be accepted 
tooo As she moves in retrospect through the years she gradually 
recognises the path and reads the signpost which have led her slowly 
to a deeper perception of what it is like to be an adulta 
Margaret Laurence is very much aware of the tendency in families 
towards a 0 not-in-front-of-the-children° attitudep because 1 they 
wouldn°t understand 1 o Grown-ups affairs are assumed to be beyond the 
comprehension of childrenp and of coursep they are at the timep as 
Vanessa herself admitso It is only later that the perceptive older 
child will piece together the casual comments and overheard remarks 
to arrive at certain insights which laterp adult life will confirma 
As a childp Vanessa is a stranger in the adult world which she 
inhabitso She does not know the whole storyp nor the reasons why 
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things are as they area Agnes and Tim Connor, her Aunt Edna, her 
mother and father, her Grandmother Macleod - they all have pasts 
about which she knows little or nothinga With time more is gradually 
revealed, so her knowledge is increased and understanding growso Her 
father, Ewen Macleod, in speaking of his own father 0 s loneliness in 
the cultural desert of Manawaka, expresses what she later recognises 
as a fundamental truth: 0 Sometimes a thing only hits you a long time 
afterwardso° Cpa51) As she learns more about her father, and later 
about her grandfather, she comes to see that people are many persons 
all in onea Nothing is simplea Nothing is straightforwarda Both men 
are products of their pasta Her father had come to terms with his 
pasta She must do so tooa In many of the stories a simple event is 
made more significant when she Learns then, or at a Later date, some 
secret about the grownups around hera An analysis of the various 
stories reveals a movement from Learning within the family to an 
awareness of the misery which exists in the world outside, first in 
Manawaka and then further afieldo This, of course, reflects the 
universal experiencea Our first lessons about human relationships 
are learned in the family settingo Only gradually does this 
environment open out to include, first, neighbours, and other 
relatives, then the community, finally the world at largea In this 
collection of stories, the first four concentrate on Vanessa 0 s 
experience among the members of her immediate circle her great 
uncle Dan, her Grandmothers Connor and Macleod, birth and death in 
the familyo However, as the last four unfold, her horizon 
widens to bring her in contact with those outside 
gradually 
the brick 
battlements referred to in the final chaptero Indeed, just as in the 
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biblical Jericho the walls came tumbling down to allow free accessp 
so the walls of the fortress that was the Brick House of the first 
chapter are breached first when Wes Griggp a rather unlikely knight 
in shining armourp rescues and frees Aunt Ednap the equally unlikely 
maiden in distressp by marrying her and taking her away to Live at 
the CaNaRa stationa During World War Two Manawaka itself was invaded 
by dozens of young men from all across Canada who had come for air 
training at South Wachakwap and brought with them their experiences 
of other worldsa Finally Vanessa herself escapes to go to college in 
Winnipegp and the opening up process is completea Each of the Last 
stories deals with a different disadvantaged groupo A representative 
of that group enters Vanessa 0 s Life for a momentp only to pass out of 
view againp to be remembered in Later years with awakened 
consciousness of that individual 0 s sufferinga Piquette Tonnerre in 
0 The Loons 0 symbolises the M:tis nation and its lack of status in 
Canadian societyp while Cousin Chris with his imaginaryp Faustian 
0 Horses of the Night 0 represents the hundreds and thousands of young 
people whose lives in the thirties were blighted by unemploymentp 
want and lack of hopea In °The Half-Husky 0 Vanessa seesp for the 
first timep how those upon whom her sort look downp the dregs of 
societyp the people from the wrong side of the tracksp the 
0 downrights 0 Livea The smell of failure she recognises in Ada 
Shinwell 0 s house remains with herp to be revived in adult Life when 
Vanessa MacLeod/Margaret Laurence as author describes the Shipley 
farm kitchenp and the sensible horrors of the home where Morag Gunn 
Lived out her early years with Prin and Christie Logana 
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'The Sound of the Singing' and 'Jericho's Brick Battlements', 
which are the first and last stories, as well as the longest, 
illustrate clearly the progression which occurs throughout the book. 
Each begins with the same action, albeit two years apart - that is, 
going to the Brick House. However, even this simple act illustrates a 
difference of situation which in turn results in a more intense 
awareness of self. Kent Thompson draws our attention to this fact 
when he points out that 'some stories re-examine the same 
chronological period as other stories but examine them with a new 
focus, and a different pattern of events.•10 In the first, Vanessa 
is merely going there for Sunday dinner. We are introduced to the 
looming presence of her grandfather and to the benign sweetness of 
his wife, to the delicate nervousness of Vanessa's mother, and the 
saving humour of her Aunt Edna. Into this milieu breezes Uncle Dan, 
Timothy Connor's brother as well as his Jungian shadow. They are the 
opposite sides of the same coin, and Vanessa receives c~rtain 
messages about family relationships which the reader can decode, 
although she does not do so at the time. In the Last story, Vanessa, 
her mother and her brother are going to live there, and the fortress 
gates are slammed behind them. Here the learning is much more complex 
in nature and covers a great deal more time - thirty years, in fact -
for the last few paragraphs are the reflections of the mature Vanessa 
who has told the stories and extracted the lessons therein. She had 
escaped, so she thought, but she is not as free as she imagined, 
because she carries with her all those early experiences and 
influences. In distancing herself from her grandfather she can see 
him more objectively, but the real acceptance comes in recognising 
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that he lives on in hera 
The stories 0 To Set Our House In Order 0 and 0 A Bird In The House 0 
deal with the Macleod side of the familyp and again are very much 
family-centred= Whereas in the opening story Timothy Connor reveals a 
great deal about himself through his attitude to his shiftless 
brotherp and we glean considerable information about the Connor 
householdp in these two stories we are ablep with Vanessap to 
recognise some of the sadness which haunts the life of Mrs Macleodp 
and of the sense of guilt which keeps her sonp Ewenp bound to her in 
spite of himself= The stories are full of secretsp of hidden longings 
and hints of unfulfilled dreams= Into this world of stillborn hopes 
comes a new lifep Vanessa 0 s brother Roderick= Yet even this child is 
made to carry the name of one who is deadp one who in dying blighted 
his mother 0 s life and burdened his brother with the guilty need to 
try to be a substitutep thus killing his own aspirations= Vanessa 
comes to see both the illusions which people cling to in order to 
hide the truthp and the roles which people are required to playp 
often also hiding their own true longings= To herp life seems a very 
disorderly affairp full of apparently random events which affect its 
course for good or ill with little reference to what humans would 
likea 
In the story which gives the book its titlep deathp not lifep is 
the themep for Vanessa 0 s father dies and she loses her belief in Goda 
It begins with the Armistice Parade to commemorate the dead of World 
War Onep a ritual which the twelve-year-old girl finds embarrassing 
and meaningless= This leads to a conversation with her father which 
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brings them closer together for a moment, and allows her to glimpse 
his attitude to being overseas as a soldier, to catch undertones of 
meaning in his evasive manner. This is especially poignant because in 
a few months he is dead. Some years later she uncovers one of his 
secrets - the existence of a young French girl whom he had known 
overseas. Margaret Laurence helps us realise how much Vanessa has 
learned about life by having her burn the photo and letter she finds 
without mentioning it to her mother, keeping what might be a hurtful 
truth to herself. Her own experience 'when I was seventeen and in 
love with an airman who did not love me' Cp.112) has made her 
sensitive and perceptive enough to know that silence, in order to 
spare another hurt, is sometimes necessary. We are also made aware of 
the length of time it has taken for her to appreciate even a part of 
the truth about her father. Vanessa's loss of religious belief is 
ultimately connected with the loss of her father. Death meant 
'Nothing. It meant only silence, forever.' (p.110) It is set against 
the fundamentalist beliefs of Noreen, the hired girl, whose 
technicolour view of Heaven and Hell is presented as a siQple, 
harmless way of brightening up a dull life, in the days prior to 
colour movies or television or video nasties. Margaret Laurence 
depicts in each of her books except The Fire-Dwellers some form of 
pentecostal emotionalism which she presents as being as unrelated to 
true religion as the insipid formalism of the Presbyterian or 
Methodist churches. The one provides release and hope for the loser; 
the other puts the seal of approval on a social system its followers 
have created in its name. The title, A Bird in the House, refers 
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directly to an incident when a sparrow is caught in the house but we 
have been prepared for this event by previous references in °To Set 
Our House in Order 0 a While the MacLeods were waiting for the birth of 
Beth 0 s babyp Vanessa was aware of undercurrents of sorrow and worry 
in the housea When she goes to bedp she Listens to the night noises 
which are audible in a house when it is quieta These rustlings 
include the imagined sound of 0 a sparrow that had flown into the 
attic through the broken skylight there 0 a Cpa41)a Two days Laterp the 
night before the baby is bornp she sleeps and dreams she 0 could hear 
the caught sparrow fluttering in the atticp and the sound of mother 
cryingp and the voices of the dead children°a Cpa53) These explicit 
references to a trapped bird are symbols of the entrapment 
experienced by all the charactersp especially Vanessap and Lead 
directly to the scene in Vanessa 0 s bedroom with the real sparrow" 
This event foretells a death in the housep according to superstition" 
After Dr MacLeod 0 s deathp the bird comes to symbolise Vanessa who is 
trapped in her grandfather 0 s house by her father 0 s deatho The author 
often employs the trapped bird as a symbol of human Lack of 
freedomo 11 
The last of the stories dealing with the family alone is 0 The 
Mask of the Bear 0 a This title springs directly from the Last 
paragraph of the chapter where Vanessa describes an experience from 
later lifeo In a museum she sees an Indian bear mask and is reminded 
of the only occasion when her grandfather 0 s mask slips to reveal the 
man beneath - at the death of his wifep Agneso The sudden expression 
of raw emotion from her grandfather terrifies Vanessa whose concept 
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of grown-ups is shattered by the revelation of a private face behind 
the public maska Later she can extend this knowledge to see beneath 
the outward face to the man hidden there and catch a fleeting glimpse 
of all that has been represseda This theme of role playingp or the 
wearing of a mask which presents to the world the face that custom 
expectsp is found in each of the Manawaka novelsp but is most 
explicitly developed in this collection of stories where the 
protagonist sees that one after another of the people she knows and 
loves have been forced by Life to play parts which they find run 
contrary to their deeper naturesa Yet the mask has become so much a 
part of each of them that to discard it would Leave each as 
vulnerable as a tortoise without its carapacea 
Although the stories ostensibly deal with ten years in Vanessa 0 s 
lifep they are filled with references to other timesa She has heard 
of the pioneer days through the family history as embodied in her 
grandparentsa Her father and his brotherp Roderickp were caught up in 
the First World War which affected a whole generation of Canadiansa 
Roderick 0 s death overseas determined the course of Ewen°s Lifea The 
Depression and the accompanying Drought in the West are historical 
events which have an impact on her familyp creating some of the 
tensions which she notices first and then comes to understando The 
Second World War also impinges on her Manawaka yearsp forcing her 
attention away from the small town to the outside world she is soon 
to joina Thus the stories are set in the context of a wider Canadian 
history of which she is a part and of which she gradually becomes 
awarep as she grows in understanding and appreciation of her own 
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smaller history. 
When Grandmother Connor dies, she overhears the family discussing 
her grandmother's relationship with the grandfather. It is revealed 
that Tim Connor had had an affair with someone in Winnipeg years 
before. This fact is lost on her at the time, but can be understood 
later. When she is seventeen she discovers that during the First 
World War her father had known, and perhaps loved, a young French 
girl. This throws new light on a remark he had made to her five years 
previously when they were discussing how he had felt about the war. 
These bits of knowledge, revealing hidden longings and weaknesses in 
her adults, help her to accept those she knows as complex human 
beings. As the grown-ups reveal, little by little, snippets of their 
past, sometimes directly, sometimes to her eavesdropping, she becomes 
increasingly aware of the pressures and turmoils which beset people, 
and of how hidden influences govern their behaviour. Only Grandmother 
Connor seems secure in her Christian faith, unmoved and unruffled by 
the troubled lives around her. Everyone else seems always to be 
'threshing furiously and uselessly in various snarled dilemmas.' 
(p.72) 
These words, suggesting creatures caught in a net or trap from 
which they cannot free themselves, hint at one of the previously 
mentioned underlying themes of the book. This is the theme of 
entrapment. It is most specifically used in reference to Vanessa who 
is the bird in the house of the title story. She is caught up in a 
situation from which she must escape or perish. However, the rest of 
the characters are equally trapped, forced to accept situations not 
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of their o~n making; bound by feelings of guiltp or dutyp or lovep to 
assume roles they do not care for = like Dr. E~en and Aunt Edna; lost 
behind a persona presented to a hostile world they had originally to 
conquer Like Grandfather Connor; relegated to second-class 
citizenshipp or no citizenship at allp by a self-righteousp 
judgementalp racist and puritanical society= Like Harvey Shinwell 
and Piquette Tonnerre; deprived of opportunity for fulfilment by 
social breakdown - Like Cousin Chris. None of them is free to develop 
his own potential. Beth MacLeod recognises their dependant situation 
when she tells Edna: .ait ~ould be wonderful if you could get out. 0 
(p.186) Edna 0 s Later reply in which she uses the words 0 the old 
dungeon° reinforce thisa 
One could be excused for feeling that the stories have a certain 
Victorian morbidness about thema Death seems to be ever presentp 
waiting to affect the Lives of the characters in them. Moreoverp 
physical death for some member of the family results in dead hopes 
and aspirations for other membersa The death of her younger sonp 
Roderickp in the First World War has already affected the Life of 
Grandmother MacLeod a 0 "When your Uncle Roderick was kiLLed/' she 
saidP "I thought I would diea But I didn°t diep Vanessaa" 0 (pa45) 
Moreoverp her husband 0 s death has made it impossible to continue 
0 being a Lady 0 as she would have Liked. When Grandmother Connor diesp 
Vanessa is bewildered by the way her grandfather breaks down and 
cries. She is shaken and frightened. When her father dies she tries 
desperately to help her mother cope with her bereavementp although it 
is not until years Later that she can truly mourn him herself. Only 
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at Grandfather Connor 0 s funeral does she comprehend ~hat he had 
representedc Throughout the stories there are other deaths too - the 
cruel burning to death of Piquette Tonnerre and her childrenp the 
slaughter of so many of Manawaka 0 s young men at Dieppep Uncle Dan°s 
ignominious death as a 0 downright 0 failurep the stillbirth of 
Vanessa 0 s baby sisterc We can perhaps forgive Margaret Laurence for 
her overemphasis on the fact that death is never far away when we 
discover that first her own motherp then a few years later her 
fatherp died when she was about Vanessa 0 s agee It is easy from the 
vantage point of the late twentieth century to forget that even fifty 
years ago death from influenzap pneumoniap poliomyelitisp enteritisp 
postpartum infection were commonplace prior to the discovery of 
antibioticsc An untimely death in the family wasp thereforep a much 
more common occurrence than it is todayc 
The stories begin in the year 1935 when the Great Depression had 
been biting into people 0 s lives for some timep and somehowp like 
Deathp this Depression very nearly becomes a character in the bookc 
Certainly its influence pervades the pagesc Vanessa hears those 
around her talk about 0 the Depression°p and although she does not 
understand quite how or whyp she is aware that people 0 s lives are 
different from what they might have been otherwisec °For me the 
Depression and drought were external and abstractp malevolent gods 
whose names I secretly learned although they were concealed from mep 
and whose evil I sensed only superstitiouslyp knowing they threatened 
D 
us but not how or whyc Cpa136) 
Woodcock makes the point that the Depression drove people back 
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into the family for succour and support. Certainly Aunt Edna is 
forced to return home rather than stay on in Winnipeg as one of the 
mass of unemployed. Vanessa's father, Dr Macleod, cannot make enough 
money to support a household of his own, so his family must live with 
his mother. 'The depression in fact renews the pioneer intensity of 
relationships within small and threatened groups, and that intensity 
Margaret Laurence mordantly evokes.' 12 The early pioneers had 
huddled together in small family groups, pitting themselves 
willy-nilly against outside hostile natural forces. In the thirties 
families were forced, by the failure of society, to return to the 
family unit with all its curtailment of personal freedom. Yet, as 
William New suggests, if the family could be a prison, it could also 
be a shelter, something Vanessa had sensed when she called the Brick 
House a fortress. Safety was purchased at the expense of freedom, a 
costly luxury none of the inhabitants could afford in the 
circumstances. When Edna is considering the possibility of leaving 
the family unit by marrying Wes Grigg she confesses 0 ••• I have the 
feeling that the absolute worst wouldn 9 t happen here, ever. Things 
wouldn't actually fall apart. 0 (p.187) 
The most poignant story in the book is 0 Horses of the Night' 
which deals with the destructive effect the Depression has on the 
hopes of Vanessa's cousin, Chris, who typifies countless young 
Canadians whose ambitions were stifled by the lack of employment and 
the shortage of money for further education. Chris dreams of being a 
civil engineers He tells Vanessa, 
"I got this theory, see, that anybody can do anything at all, 
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anything, if they really set their minds to it. But you have to 
have this total concentration. You have to focus on it with your 
whole mental powers, and not let it slip away by forgetting to 
hold it in your mind. If you hold it in your mind, like, then 
it's real, see? ••• '(p.139) 
In the end he is broken because he will not bend and spends the rest 
of his life in a mental institution in a state of total withdrawal. 
His defeat is complete. He might as well be dead. Margaret Laurence, 
like anyone who was a child during the Depression, knew it as a 
powerful and corrosive influence on the lives of everyone. She also 
deals with its effect upon that generation's young people in ~ 
Stone Angel. In that novel, John Shipley and Arlene Simmons are 
thwarted in their plans to marry and settle down because there are no 
crops, no work, no money. 
The two characters that come across most strongly in A Bjrd in 
the House are Vanessa and her grandfather. Margaret Laurence's male 
characters are not usually fully realized, well-rounded creations. 
Her strength lies in her portrayal of women. But in Timothy Connor 
she has given us a living, breathing human being. Perhaps she has 
succeeded so well because she had a real-life model to follow. 
Grandfather Connor becomes to us a real person. She describes hi~ in 
great detail -his physical size, his 'brown, beaked leathery face', 
the terrible basilisk stare from his piercing blue eyes. Vanessa 
compares him to a huge grizzly bear. He even sports a malodorous 
bearskin coat in winter. He never walks, he stumps or stalks. When he 
wants to get away from anyone he retreats into the cellar as into a 
cave from whence the angry squeak of his rocking chair signals his 
displeasure to the whole house. In addition, he has all the surliness 
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and bad temper of the proverbial 'bear with a sore head'. When he 
speaks his words are 'bludgeoning' or 'spearing'; he makes a virtue 
of plain speaking; he never, never smiles. There are many 
resemblances to Jason Currie of The Stone Angel which was written 
before these stories, and we may surmise that he was a preliminary 
sketch for the more fully developed character in A Bird in the Ho!Jse. 
Timothy Connor does engage our sympathy when we realise how lonely he 
must be, having cut himself off so completely from others by his low 
opinion of anyone not like himself. But he is proud, unbending, cold 
and cruel, so the chief feeling the reader experiences is surely the 
one Vanessa herself has- a sense of impotent rage as we watch him 
browbeating and denigrating everyone around him. He is unlovable, 
unloving and always angry. Why is he always so angry? He is an 
upright citizen and proud of being a pioneerp but somehow no one else 
seems to be interested. He has tremendous physical energy which has 
to be expended in constant activity. He is no intellectual. We 
suspect also that he is probably a man of great passion with a 
boundless need for love. He and his wifep Agnes, seem strangely 
ill-matched- like the lamb lying down with the lion. Yet there is a 
hint that she chose him in preference to his fun-lovingp easy-going, 
shiftless brother, Vanessa's Great Uncle Dan. Her death leaves him 
bereft and bewildered. His family are distressed that he who treated 
his wife with such apparent disregard in life should declare her 'an 
angel' in death. His son, Terence, suggests that this may have been 
the rub- it is hard to live with an angel; it makes one feel so 
unworthy. 
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Is the portrait of Grandfather Connor overdone? Perhaps. But we 
must remember that Margaret Laurence is depicting him as her 
Grandfather Simpson seemed to her at the time when she was within his 
sphere of influence. In addition we must recognise that he is also a 
creation of the author's imagination, exaggerated to match Vanessa 0 s 
overreaction to him. At his funeral Vanessa Macleod has a moment of 
insight when she begins to grasp what he represented. Perhaps being a 
pioneer, as he had been, required those attributes which made him the 
hateful person she had found him to be. She began to see that he had 
a place in history in his time, and she came to accept the fact that, 
though she had despised him, he was part of her past, indeed part of 
her very self. 
What funeral could my grandfather have been given except the one 
he got? The sombre hymns were sung, and he was sent to his Maker 
by the United Church minister, who spoke, as expected, of the 
fact that Timothy Connor had been one of Manawaka 0 s pioneers. He 
had come from Ontario to Manitoba by Red River steamer, and he 
had walked from Winnipeg to Manawaka, earning his way by shoeing 
horses. After some years as a blacksmith, he had enough money to 
go into the hardware business. Then he had built hi~ house. It 
had been the first brick house in Manawaka. Suddenly the 
minister's recounting of these familiar facts struck me as though 
I had never heard any of it before •••• I was not sorry that he 
was dead. I was only surprised. Perhaps I had really imagined 
that he was immortal. Perhaps he even was immortal, in ways which 
it would take me half a lifetime to comprehend.(p.204) 
As for Vanessa, what kind of person is she? She is a rather 
intense child, self-centred and self-sufficient, perhaps just a bit 
precocious even priggish. One of the terrors of her young life is 
that people will laugh at her. In her fear of being thought silly she 
, 
is very much like Rachel Cameron in A Jest of God. She has a perverse 
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interest in anyone who is regarded with disfavour by her grandfather 
and other models of respectability. She confesses to a secret 
admiration for all the shiftless old men who congregate on the steps 
to the Bank of Montreal, as well as to a great attachment to her 
incorrigible Great Uncle Dan - as Long as there is nobody about. He 
is all the things Timothy Connor is not, the obverse of the 
characteristics which Timothy reveals to the public. Since Vanessa 
dislikes what her grandfather is, she is naturally attracted to Dan. 
However, being her Grandfather's true granddaughter she cannot wholly 
approve of such a man. She cannot bear to be embarrassed or appear to 
differ openly from the opinions held by polite society, here 
represented by that part of it to which she belongs. In adolescence 
she confesses 'I never turned down an invitation, for reasons of 
status. I would willingly have gone out with the village idiot, had 
there been one, rather than not go out at alL.' (p.193) She feels the 
same conflict of feeling towards Piquette Tonnerre. 
I was ashamed, ashamed of my own timidity, the frightened 
tendency to Look the other way. Yet I felt no warmth towards 
her •••• at this moment, meeting her again, she repelled and 
embarrassed me ••• I wished she would go away. I did not want to 
see her. I did not know what to say to her. It seemed that we had 
nothing to say to one another. (p.124) 
We realise that this is, in part, immaturity. It is also 
indicative of the value judgments she has Learned from those in 
Manawaka. In Later years she recognises in herself the tendency she 
always had of 'holding back with a terrible strained force for fear 
of Letting go and speaking out and having the known world fall to 
pieces'. (p.133) She however does so at a Later stage, when she 
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argues hotly and passionately with her grandfather at times. She 
tends to dramatise situations, a failing her mother recognises in 
her, when she tells Vanessa '"Stop dramatising everything"'. (p.166) 
over the latter's reaction to Harvey Shinwell's theft of the family 
telescope. Perhaps this is part of being an author, for in fact 
Vanessa writes stories. In making her a budding writer Margaret 
Laurence is simply re-enacting what she herself was doing at that 
age. Indeed, 'The pillars of the Nation' which Vanessa mentions in 
the first story was actually one which Mrs Laurence had written for a 
competition when she was a girl. However, Vanessa's scribblings serve 
another purpose in the work. They reflect her romantic nature and her 
innocence, while parodying the popular romances of the early part of 
the century. She abandons each story in turn when she comes to see 
that in real life things do not happen quite like that. This is, of 
course, all part of the total process of growing up. She does not 
however, cease to write. Nor does she cease to watch and listen, 
storing up impressions for future use. 
Morag Gunn of The Djyjoers is also a budding writer, but her 
writing serves a different purpose. In her stories she is able to 
escape from the squalor of her life into a world of proud, brave 
people facing a hostile world. Marian Engel makes an interesting 
comparison between Vanessa and Morag: 'The early Life of Morag Gunn 
is the underside of the early Life of Vanessa MacLeod•. 13 The two 
young girls have many characteristics in common, not Least good 
singing voices, as is suggested in The Diviners where Vanessa is 
chosen to sing the solo in the grown-ups' Christmas service, because 
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she would have a better dress to wear on such a special occasion. 
Both girls are strong individuals, who are prepared to fight for 
their freedom. However, by being freed of parents when she is five 
years old, Morag has more scope, though her position at the bottom of 
the social heap makes her struggle for selfhood a difficult one. 
Vanessa, surrounded as she is by a family, is held more firmly by 
their invisible ties and never truly escapes. 'A different spirit 
emerges from a household where the emotions are polished with beeswax 
every day.' (p.23) Morag, although for a time she submits to the 
rules of the society she so desperately wishes to join, finally is 
able to go her own way and be herself. Christie Logan, as surrogate 
father, is unconventional in outlook and aims merely to develop her 
strength and pride in herself, so she will be able to survive in a 
world he claims to despise. We feel it wi l l be more difficult for 
Vanessa, influenced as she must inevitably be by blood bonds which 
hold her for a much longer time. She has expectations to live up to 
and family duties to perform. Orphans can be anything they wish. 
Members of families have obligations. 
In the end it becomes difficult to separate Margaret Laurence 
from her creation, Vanessa Macleod. The author shows us how closely 
she too has observed and listened as a child, for her description of 
natural surroundings, rooms in houses, commonplace family activities 
is so precise that we have no doubt she has been there. One of her 
strengths as a writer is her ability to recreate dialogue with great 
accuracy. Her characters speak naturally in the idiom of their day; 
each has his individual voice, reflecting his generation and his 
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education. They do not all sound alike. She also has the gift of 
being able to produce memorable descriptive phrases which are truly 
picturesque. Grandmother Macleod speaks in 'a voice like frost on a 
windowpane, infinitely cold and clearly etched 1 p (p.91) or 'in her 
clear voice, never loud, but distinct, like the tap of a sterling 
spoon on a crystal goblet.' (pc40) Her hair is described as 'bound 
grotesquely like white-feathered wings in the snare of her coarse 
night-time hairneto 0 (p.40) 
This book is, like the others, set in the prairie town of 
Manawaka. Readers of the Laurence novels become as familiar with the 
town and its inhabitants as they do of Mariposa, or Deptford, or 
Cabbagetown, or Barchestera The fact that we come to think of 
Manawaka as a real place testifies to her success in evoking the 
atmosphere of a typical small Canadian communityo In these stories 
she creates a world inhabited by two only of the Manawaka families. 
In it lives Vanessa who is part Margaret Laurence, part her own 
person. Through her the fictional town merges with the author's own 
childhood world in the similar small Western town of Neepawa. In this 
community, half fantasy, half fact, there exist characters based on 
her own relatives, characters she has used before or will use again 
in later novels, and characters which belong to this book alone. 
Irony plays Little part in the writing here, unlike that in the 
previous novels where Margaret Laurence relies heavily on this 
literary device to bring home the points she is making about Life 0 s 
workings. There is, of course, the ultimate irony of Life itself, 
where what seems to be is other than the reality. Although the 
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stories are far from gloomy, there is an underlying sombre tone, a 
note of sadness which is always there. The moments of deep personal 
sorrow are handled without sentimentality, with a brevity that is 
more telling than a spate of words. The night Ewen Macleod dies, 
Vanessa recalls: 
I heard a sound. It was my mother, and she was crying, not loudly 
at all, but from somewhere very deep inside her. I sat up in bed. 
Everything seemed to have stopped, not only time but my own heart 
and blood as well. Then my mother noticed that I was awake. I did 
not ask her, and she did not tell me anything. There was no need. 
She held me in her arms, or I held her, I am not certain which. 
And after a while the first mourning stopped too, as everything 
does sooner or later, for when the limits of endurance have been 
reached, then people sleep'.(pp. 107-108) 
If we consider the stories as forming a kind of novel, we have to 
tolerate a certain irritating repetition of details locations, 
ages, facts which we already know. The difficulty arises because they 
were first written as separate tales and so each had to contain some 
basic information relating to the families. Moreover, the stories are 
not all equally strong. 'The Half Husky' probably contributes least 
to the overall development of the theme, though it is the only story 
where we see Grandfather Connor outside the Brick HOuse. On the other 
hand 'Horses of the Night' is by far the most compelling and 
poignant. The cumulative effect of the stories is not as powerful as 
that of the previous novels. Still its underlying theme, the 
individual's journey towards self-knowledge, accepting his own 
frailty, is the same. The child becomes an adult when it learns to 
recognise its place in the scheme of things. Each individual is 
unique and separate, yet is also a part of the stream of life which 
we call history. 
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In .'To Set our House in Order' Vanessa describes her Grandmother 
Macleod's house where they Lived as a place of many doors, Leading to 
rooms where she was not encouraged to go. There were many secret 
hiding places there too -
••• odd shaped nooks under the stairs, small and Loosely nailed-up 
doors at the back of clothes closets, Leading to dusty tunnels 
and forgotten recesses in the heart of the house where the only 
things actually to be seen were drab oil paintings stacked upon 
the rafters, and trunks full of outmoded clothing and old 
photograph albums (p.42) 
The eight stories in the collection A Bird in the Hous~ record 
the steps by which Vanessa Macleod sorts through the detritus of the 
past, reaches into the secret places, opens the doors of those rooms, 
and so clears the way to a mature understanding of the human 
condition. 
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Parcels of the Dreadful Past 
The critics have used such words as 'sprawling' 1, 0 untidy' 2 
'unlady-like' 3, to describe Margaret Laurence's last book, T~ 
Diviners. Clara Thomas is kinder in calling it 'a complex and a 
profound novel' 4 o In reality it is a tapestry, a story into which the 
author has tried to weave all her previous themes, with special 
emphasis on time and history. Moreover, she has introduced a new and 
dominant theme, that of the writer's function in society. The 
obsession with time is balanced by an analysis of the process and 
meaning of writing; the two are united by the suggestion that the 
novelist and the historian have similar functions. 
To the central character in Margaret Laurence 0 s four previous 
Manawaka books time is a crucial factor. They have all reached a 
point in the present when it is necessary for them to re-appraise the 
past. To Hagar time is an enemy because, after the re-appraisal with 
the consequent acknowledgement of the wasteland she has created, she 
is not spared to put things right. Self-knowledge has come too late. 
Rachel and Stacey are more blessed, since each is able to project 
herself into a future which may be uncertain, but which at least 
should offer more fulfilment, thanks to their new awareness of their 
needs. Rachel's response is more dramatic than her sister's, but then 
she has more ties to loosen: the straitjacket of the Manawaka social 
and moral code, the suffocating dependence of her mother, her own 
morbid conjectures about her father. For Stacey the future will 
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probably not be much different from the present; she remarks that 
'Tomorrow everything will look better, or at least different. 
Optimist.' (The Fire-Dwellers, p.29), but she recognises in herself 
the strength to accept the past and to get on with living, however 
unsatisfactory it may seem. One preoccupation which neither Hagar nor 
Rachel share with her is the constant fear that in fact there may be 
no future for her or her children in the apocalyptic age in which she 
lives. Vanessa, from her vantage point in maturity, is able to look 
back on events in her childhood, recall her reactions then and 
recognise how time and distance have made it possible to come to 
terms with them. Indeed, Margaret Laurence emphasises again and again 
the importance to everyone of being able to come to terms with one's 
past, to learn to accept what cannot be changed and to live 
comfortably within its framework. Once this is accomplished one is 
free to get on with self-fulfilment. 
Morag Gunn, in The Diviners, has the same journey to make as 
Hagar and Vanessa. She too travels back in time to re-experience the 
past and to identify the milestones on the road to understanding her 
place in the scheme of things. But in this novel both Morag and her 
creator are looking at time as more than that represented by one 
lifetime. Time has become history and the emphasis is on the 
relationship of the generations one to another and on the importance 
to the individual of recognising his debt to the past, a liberating 
experience which allows him to see himself as part of a continuing 
tradition. Clara Thomas refers to it as 'the need of any individual 
5 for a historical past to feed into his present.' In so doing, 
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Margaret Laurence extends the idea of personal history into the 
history of a people or a nation. She readily admits that her African 
experience first gave impetus to this feeling she has of the 
importance to the individual of a recognisable place within a 
tradition. The ambivalent attitude of many Africans to the past as 
their countries moved forward into the twentieth century was very 
apparent to her. Somehow, she felt, the story-teller or writer must 
help people to face the tug-of-war between past and present. In her 
critical analysis of the work of African writers, Long Drums and 
Cannons, she recognises a commitment which she shares with them 'to 
illuminate the past of their people in order to bring a sense of 
dignity and continuity to the lives of men and women in the 
6 present.' It is important to the individual to know from whence he 
sprang, to have continuity with the past, 'to have a place to stand 
on.• 7 Margaret Laurence sees the writer as an important agent in the 
process of self-determination. 'We have little identity until our 
story is told' 8 she asserted in an interview with Michel Fabr{. In 
identifying with the emergent African nations, now moving into the 
post-colonial period, she is by inference suggesting that Canadian 
writers too have a duty to help their fellow Canadians value 
themselves more and appreciate their heritage. Clara Thomas couples 
her name with writers from Nigeria and the West Indies when she says, 
'The passing on of the authentic heritage of their people is a 
central preoccupation of writers today, particularly of writers of 
the post-colonial nations ••• writers who accept a strong social and 
political, as well as an artistic responsibility in writing out of 
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their own culture and primarily for their own people. 09 Margaret 
Laurence confirms what is seen as her affinity with these writers 
when she writes 
I began to see how much my own writing had followed the same 
pattern- the attempt to assimilate the past, partly to be freed 
from it, partly in order to understand myself and perha~0 others of my generation, through seeing where we had come from. 
The writer, by telling the story of one person in the context of 
his time and place, is telling the story of a generation. This Leads 
us to Margaret Laurence's belief that fiction and history are twin 
disciplines. She shared with W.L. Morton, whom she greatly admired, 
the belief that history is a matter of personal experience, of an 
individual response to external events, and that each presentation of 
the facts will be unique because it will be conditioned by the mind 
of the perceiver. History is what happens to people as well as to 
nations. The boundary between fact and fiction becomes blurred, as 
recognised by Morag Gunn, 1 convinced that fiction was more true than 
fact. Or that fact was in fact fiction. 0 (The Djvjner~, p.25.) The 
historian needs 'to reconcile the actual and the mind 0 s Landscape.'11 
This is achieved 'by that "passionate thinking" ••• which fuses the 
thing seen and the person seeing, that reconciles the seer and the 
seen, that is part of the magic of art, and part also of the 
historian's craft.•12 In a personal tribute to Morton, Margaret 
Laurence wrote: 
We agreed that the two disciplines <history and fiction) were 
closely related. The fiction writer seeks to create a world that 
has been experienced as an external 'real' world and a$ an 
internal one. The historian selects the facts and 
interpretations. Both try to arrive at some kind of truth which 
can never be complete but which will possess its own integrity.13 
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PaH. Easingwood recognises in this statement 0 her wish to see 
fiction as a kind of history, and through it to relate the past to 
the present and the future.v14 
This interpretation of the function of history is at variance 
with many historians 1 belief that history should be what they choose 
to call facta When Morag is twelve, Christie Logan unearths his copy 
of the history of his regiment, the 60th Canadian Field Artillery, 
and reads her the official account of the battle of Bourlon Wood. 
"Oh Jesus)' Christie says"' "don 1 t they make it sound like a 
Sunday School picnic?" •• " "Well, d 1 you see, it was like the book 
says, but it wasn't like that also" That is the 
strangeness."(p.90) 
Christie 0 s story is history too, and in every way gives a truer 
account of the horrors of war. Both Vanessa 0 s father and Rachel 0 s 
experienced these horrors in World War One and their stories, no less 
true than Christie's, were too terrible to share with anyone" 
So strong is Margaret Laurence 0 s conviction that the mental 
health of individuals and of nations is dependent on their having a 
firm grasp of their stance vis-~-vis others that both her 
pronouncements and the comments of those writing about her work are 
full of such words as ancestors, ancestral past, ancestor worshipp 
heritagep inheritors, and inheritance, myths, the mythic and 
mythology, legends and tradition, or simply roots" Of coursep when we 
begin to use words like myth or legend we have left the real~ of 
history for fiction anyway" 
Morag Gunn, alone among the Manawaka women, is deprived of family 
at an early age and has no history except that provided by some faded 
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photographs and a few equally dim memories of those first five years 
which ended so finally with the 'metallic clank of the farm gate 
being shut.' (p.17) as she was carried away from her birthplace. Many 
of the memories she has are recognised by the adult Morag as wishful 
thinking or fantasy. Yet she clings to the photos, referring to them 
as her 'totems', with all that the word implies of tribal history and 
Legend, of native story-teller and myth. Christie recognises Morag's 
deprivation and by means of his stories of Piper Gunn and his proud 
wife, Morag, with whom she can identify, (that Morag 'who was never 
afraid of anything in this whole wide world'. p.52), he gives her the 
necessary belief in herself to survive. Christie in fact performs the 
function of the shanachie, the Gaelic story-teller, genealogist and 
transmitter of family Lore. At one point, too, he is by implication 
connected with Ossian. Lazarus Tonnerre passes on to his son, Jules, 
similar pride in his heritage through stories of the M:tis and the 
Riel Rebellion. Later, both Jules and Morag pass on to Pique these 
heroic tales of courage and endurance which become part of her 
mythology. Moreover, each parent speaks of these things to the world 
at Large either through folk song or fiction. 
Apart from making a statement about time and history, Margaret 
Laurence, in her novel, The Djyjners. examines the role of the writer 
in society by allowing her readers to share in the actual birth and 
growth of a novelist, as well as to feel what it is Like to create a 
fiction. Writers frequently describe the process of creation in their 
novels and proffer theories about the function of the novelist in 
society. However, it is Less usual for an author to do these two 
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things by writing a book about a novelist writing a novel, where 
parts of the novel we read are the novel as it is written. Such a 
device requires the reader to assume a stance rather like that of the 
photographer photographing someone taking a photograph. 
The book has two threads. The first leads us through the 
day-to-day life of Morag Gunn, author, struggling to write her sixth 
book at the same time as she attempts to deal with the people and 
problems which surround her and threaten to take over. The second is 
interwoven with the first and is a biographical account of Morag's 
journey towards and arrival at the point where we join her - a sort 
of bildungsroman. The question the reader must ask is: Is the story 
of the second thread the novel which is being written in the first? 
And the answer to this is almost certainly 'Yes'. 
From this we can see that the structure of this last of the 
Manawaka novels has all the complexity which we have come to expect 
in Margaret Laurence's books. As usual we move in and out of the 
inner world of the main character. Howev.er, the author has returned 
to the shape she used in her first book, lhe Stone Angel, where there 
is a movement back and forth from the present to the past, with the 
two stories progressing forward in time at an unequal rate. The time 
scale in t~e present covers a mere few months in the summer; that of 
the past stretches over the lifetime of the central character up to 
the moment when we first meet her. The process is one of examining 
the past in order to understand why things are as they are in the 
present. In The Stone Angel Hagar Shipley faces death; Morag Gunn, at 
forty-seven, simply faces a future which has been determined by her 
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past. Her crisis is not oblivion, but loneliness without her daughter 
who sets out on her own voyage of self-discovery" 0 ln some ways, 
Morag is what Hagar might have been if she could have broken 
completely free from the stone angel mould as her instincts often 
lead her to doa• 15 The structure of The Diyiners does differ from the 
earliest novel in that Margaret Laurence borrows from the intervening 
books, A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers, the device of the inner 
dialogue, to reveal the deeper thoughts and feelings not made public 
in the narrative. In other words, it is a judicious amalgam of the 
differing methods with which she has experimented in previous novelsa 
More matter of fact, like The Stone Angel, it is neither as disturbed 
in tone as A .Jest of God nor as convoluted in structure as ~ 
Fjre-Dwellers. 
The quietness of tone grows out of the description of the life 
which the mature Morag leads in her quiet backwater where time, like 
her river, flows at a steady pace, season by season, while she sits 
at her work table, becalmed as she river-watches. The stance of 
watcher is set immediately -
The river flowed both ways. The current moved from north to 
south, but the wind usually came from the south, rippling the 
bronze-green water in the opposite direction" This apparently 
impossible contradiction made apparent and possible, still 
fascinated Morag even after the years of river-watching. (p.1) 
and is emphasised throughout the novel by such references as 'Morag 
went downstairs, made coffee and sat at the table, looking at the 
morning rivera 0 (p.SS) The sense of observing is also reflected by 
the minute descriptions of her natural surroundings which usually 
accompany these references. It is important too that the reader be 
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aware of Morag's isolation. Her farmhouse is set in a wild garden on 
the wrong side of the river for MacConnell 0 s Landingp and for much of 
the time during the summer when the novel is written she lives alone. 
Morag refers to her place as 0 her island 0 (p.356)p an apt association 
since Roylandp and anyone else for that matterp must reach her by 
boat. Her isolation symbolises the role of the writer who is an 
observerp who needs solitude to practise her craft. However, Morag is 
not only a watcher of the river; when we first meet her she is being 
forced into the role of observer to her daughterp Pique, as she sets 
out to find her own truths. What Morag did before she reached her 
quiet retreat Pique must do by herself. Morag 0 s experiences cannot 
help her daughter. Indeedp the discovery of Pique 0 s farewell note 
sets Morag off on her reminiscences which show us how she fared in 
the same search. 
The novel 0 s structure is not simple. 
In The Diyjnersp Margaret Laurence is dealing with the longest, 
most complicated prose-narrative that she has written, with a 
great increase in the challenges and perplexities of weaving a 
complex of persons, places and time together.16 
The movement between the two parallel stories is extremely subtle. 
Throughout that part of the book dealing with the present, the reader 
is given facts which only assume relevance much later in that part 
which recreates the past. For example, at the beginning of Chapter 
Three Morag has a telephone call from her daughter Pique 0 s father. We 
are not told his name, we wonder why he is not living at the farm 
with Morag, we sense a mystery, but it is many pages on into the book 
before we know the answers to our unspoken questions. Morag in turn 
telephones someone called Ella, obviously a good friend, and again we 
get the feeling that she is important to Morag but our curiosity must 
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remain unsatisfied for some time before we learn her place in the 
story. Ella mentions McRaith; once more we get the feeling that his 
name has strong associations for Morag, but we cannot stop the story 
and say, "Wait a minute! Who's he?" This device cleverly duplicates 
the experience of a stranger introduced into a group of people who 
all know each other well. Family secrets are only revealed as 
intimacy increases. So, the reader must wait until he knows Morag 
better to become familiar with the gallery of people who are 
connected with her past. By now Margaret Laurence has polished to 
perfection the skills of leading her reader back and forth in time, a 
step forward here; two, three steps backward there. Simple strategems 
like a glance at herself in the mirror, a telephone call, a 
photograph in the newspaper, the playing of a record, the writing of 
a letter, the sight of a blue heron or a skein of geese flying south 
trigger off memories of the past. In this book these flashbacks are 
treated as clips from a movie. 
In contrast to the quiet, ordinary quality 
characterizations of Morag and Rayland and the low key 
voices, scenes and characters within the Memory91nk 




The history of Morag Gunn is divided into sections like chapters, 
each of which is called a Memorybank Movie and carries a title like 
the subtitles in the old silent films. To emphasise the sense of 
immediacy which Morag herself feels as she recalls the events of her 
past, these sections of the novel are written in the present tense. 
By contrast, the actual present as far as she is concerned is 
recounted in the past tense. This use of the past tense in recounting 
what is happening in the present keeps the reader at arm's length, 
observing the observer. The immediacy of what Morag recalls, and 
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which the reader experiences for the first time, is suggested by the 
use of the present. In both strands of the novel the author uses the 
third person yet another device which emphasises the sense of 
standing back to watch. Only in the italicised sections which 
represent Morag's innermost thoughts do we find the first person used 
- as one would expect. 
A device Margaret Laurence has not used before involves the 
parcelling up of the eleven chapters into five significant units: a 
brief section at the beginning and at the end of the book, plus three 
much larger ones of several chapters each, and of approximately the 
same length, which take up the main part of the novel, and deal with 
Morag's memories of her life from age four to forty-four. Clara 
Thomas describes this structure as 'epic in both its intentions and 
its techniques• 18 and says that it 'incorporates many of the 
traditional epic techniques •• the stories of heroes and their 
battles, the lists and heightened descriptions, the contained epic, 
the transposition of the oral into the written - and one magnificent 
epic • "l 1 19 s1 m1 e • Each unit bears a title which encapsulates the most 
important single influence on Morag during the years it chronicles. 
Of the three long middle sections, the first, 'The Nuisance Grounds', 
brings the reader into living, breathing contact with a way of life 
few will have experienced. In our first contact with Manawaka as 
Morag recalls it, the author gives us 'a multi-sensory, wide-angle 
l . ,20 . f h ens camera sett1ng Plcture o a town we ave met in her other 
books, but seen now from a different perspective, negative of the 
previous positive. For fifteen years after the death of her parents 
in an epidemic of poliomyelitis Morag Gunn lives in a home permeated 
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by the smell of the town dump, the Nuisance Grounds. Her adoptive 
father, Christie Logan, is the garbageman or Scavenger. During those 
years spent on Hill Street on the wrong side of the tracks in 
Manawaka she suffers the indignity of being the outsider, the lowest 
of the low in Manawakan society, only slightly more highly regarded 
than the Tonnerres, the halfbreeds who inhabit the valley of the 
Wachakwa River below the town. As she reaches adolescence the driving 
force in her life becomes her determination to get away, and her 
growing sexuality drives her to a strange, loose liaison with Jules 
Tonerre, outsider extraordinaire, a mgtis, halfbreed or bois brGle. 
With him she has an inexplicable empathy. The section ends as Morag 
Lies listening to the sound of the night train on its way to the 
great Out There. 
Phase Two of her Life begins with Morag aboard that very train, 
'on the night train to Everywhere ••• swifting into Life.' (p.173) 
Towards the Halls of Sian- towards Jerusalem the Golden- or in this 
case, to college in Winnipeg. It seems to her that what she is 
seeking are all the trappings of respectability which she was denied 
in Manawaka. As she says to Ella Gerson, the only close friend she 
makes in the one year she is at college, 
I want to be glamourous and adored and get married and have kids. 
I still try to kid myself that I don°t want that. But I do. I 
want all that. As well. All I want is everything. (p.182) 
At nineteen she aspires to being a carbon copy of the girls like 
Vanessa Macleod and Stacey Cameron whom she envied and tried to 
emulate in her hometown. And, hey presto, that is what she becomes in 
no time at all. As child bride of the handsome, distinguished, older 
man, Professor Brooke Skelton= English and hallmarked for success = 
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she enters the fairytale world of happy ever after. Over the next 
four years Morag Learns to toleratep if not to Like, city Life in 
Toronto, where she works hard at acquiring all those middle class, 
acceptable attributes she Lacked in Manawaka. Model wife, she would 
Like to become a model mother, but Brooke seems strangely reluctant 
to become a father. Gradually Morag realises that his childhood 
experiences of family life have so marred him that he cannot face 
embarking on the long term commitment of being a parent. Morag is his 
child, his woman, his one love, his little one.'"I like it here with 
just the two of us." 1 (p.222) Morag has been making good use of her 
time with Brooke by reading her way through the great novels of 
Western culture. Then she begins one day, almost unexpectedly, to 
write a novel herself. It takes her three years and distracts her 
temporarily from her frustrated longing for a child. A trip back to 
Manawaka for her adoptive mother Prin's funeral reawakens in her the 
fierce desire to be taken seriously, a feeling she has been stifling 
during her years with Brooke. Suddenly 
she hates it all, this external self who is at such variance with 
whatever or whoever remains inside the glossy painted shell. If 
anything remains. Her remains. (p.248) 
Part of her seems to have died. She returns to the flat, as if to a 
prison, and knows she must escape, because 
remaining there meant to be chained to that image of yourself 
which he (Brooke) must have and which must forever be distorted. 
(p.257) 
Brooke unwittingly drives her to break with him because of his cruel 
and racist remarks about Jules Tonnerre with whom she takes refuge 
and by whom she conceives a child. At the end of this period in her 
life we see her once again on a train. 
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Once again, going into the Everywhere, where anything may happen. 
She no longer believes in the Everything out there. But part of 
her still believes ••• The train moves west. (pp.281-282) 
and ten years have passed. 
During the next ten years, in 'Rites of Passage 0 , Morag undergoes 
all the trials which initiate her into full status as a human being 
whose apprenticeship has been long and painful. Her reward is a sense 
of peace and self-knowledge which will enable her to live out the 
rest of her life in acceptance and hope. We see her on the move from 
one temporary abode to another, bringing up her daughter, Piquette 
Tonnerre Gunn, by herself, writing for a living, searching for a 
resting place. She has cast aside the trappings of respectability and 
struggles to earn respect as an individual in her own right, as a 
novelist and as a person. Hers is a lonely, semi-nomadic, sometimes 
hand-to-mouth existence, but the inner toughness, which she refers to 
as bloody-mindedness, helps her to survive. Her search for love leads 
her into several squalid, casual encounters, and the only man she 
could contemplate marrying is already married. Four novels later she 
is called back to Manawaka to Christie 0 s bedside. His death leaves 
her in the grip of a black depression which makes it impossible for 
her to take any decisions for the future. 0 "Save me 0 God, for the 
waters are come in unto my soul" 0 (p.413) But fate takes a hand and 
she sees an advertisement for a farm at a place called McConnell 0 s 
Landing in Southern Ontario. Morag has found a home at Last. 'Land. A 
rivera Log house nearly a century old, built by great pioneering 
couple, Simon and Sarah Cooper. History. Ancestorsa 0 (p.414) Indeed, 
the word 'ancestors' is most important. She has at last found a place 
rooted in Canadian history which includes her past, and she can begin 
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to put down roots too. When Jules Tonnerre re-enters her Life for the 
third time, he sings to his fifteen-year old daughter, Pique, of his 
ancestors and hers, and of their part in Canadian history. He 
receives from Morag a knife Christie had given her many years before, 
the only present he had ever given her. This knife had once belonged 
to Jules' father, Lazarus Tonnerre, so it is a Link with his past. 
This heavily symbolic gesture ends the journey into the past. 
Moreover, the knife becomes Pique's at her father's death. A plaid 
pin, the parallel symbol for that other group of dispossessed, the 
Scots, remains in Morag's possession. It too will go to Pique on her 
mother's death, and she will have received her full inheritance. 
The short chapter which concludes the book shares its title with 
the novel as a whole. In a matter of a few weeks, Jules is dead, 
having taken his own Life, possibly with the very knife Morag had 
given him, rather than die slowly and painfully from cancer of the 
throat, and Pique again sets off on her own journey of discovery. 
Once more Morag hears the whistle of a train going west, this time 
carrying her daughter out to the prairies where her father's people 
belonged, and from which Morag had fled. Morag is Left to get on with 
what is Left of her Life. Some of her questions have been answered; 
some, she suspects, will always remain, because they have no answers. 
But she has discovered her place in the scheme of things and accepts 
that we cannot see into the future. 
In fact, this short section, coupled with the short introductory 
one, provide a prologue and an epilogue to the story as a whole. In 
the first chapter, entitled 'The River of Now and Then' we meet Morag 
on that morning when she Learns that her daughter, Pique, has gone 
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off she knows not where. Morag finds herself drawn into her past, 
first through examination of those six old snapshots, all that she 
has from her earliest childhood, and then by means of the first of 
the Memorybank Movies. It is a moving comment on the paucity of those 
early memories that they fit within the compass of a shabby manilla 
envelope and are so brief in the telling. However, this opening 
section of the novel has a more important function to perform than 
that of providing entry into the history of Morag Gunn. Its title 
introduces us to a pervading theme of The Djvjners - time seen as a 
river. This theme is not new; it has been used by many writers, who 
have also recognised its symbolic aptness. Morag finds herself drawn 
by some primal instinct to the river which she can watch in all 
seasons from her kitchen window. It forms the boundary on one side of 
her land, and each day she turns to it for a few moments before she 
begins to work. 
This was what Morag looked at every day, the river flowing both 
ways, and yet it never lost its ancient power for her, and it 
never ceased to be new. (p.285) 
In fact, the river flows throughout the book, for at the beginning of 
each chapter except the last, mention is made of it, and the novel 
ends as it begins, with a description of this river that 'seemed to 
be flowing both ways. 0 (p.453) Truly, the River of Now and Then. Some 
months have passed; lives have been changed; this river of no name 
remains the same. To Morag it represents the constant in a world of 
change. It was there long before she was born and will still be there 
long after she is dead, but for the time being the Cooper Place has 
become the Gunn Place and Morag has found her resting place, her 
growing-old place, on that river which has seen the generations come 
and go. 0 I can bear to live here, until I die, and I couldn't 
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elsewhere.' (p.357) For Morag this is what time is all about -
history, ancestors, continuity, Life and death. During the summer she 
has Looked back up the river of time into her own past and has come 
to recognise how each generation carries forward with it something 
from the generations that went before. She doesn't really remember 
what her own parents were Like, 'Yet they're inside me, flowing 
unknown in my blood and moving unrecognized in my skull.' (p.19) Just 
Like the river. Morag realises that she has done a good bit of Living 
now too. A new generation, represented by Pique and her young 
neighbours, the Smiths, is pressing forward into Life. She muses to 
herself, 'Time running out. Is that what is really going on, with me, 
now, with her? Pique, harbinger of my death, continuer of Life.' 
(p.290) 
In order to ensure that the reader is aware of the importance 
Morag places on the passing of time, Margaret Laurence deliberately 
shapes the novel itself so that its flow mimics the river which 
appears to flow both ways, for the narrative moves forward in ti~e as 
well as backward into time past. This is a device she also used in 
The Stone Angel and A Bird in the House, without the symbolic river 
so necessary to this novel's theme. She makes Morag relate events to 
periods when she was a specific age. There is a very definite 
progress in time with frequent reference to Morag's age or to the 
passing of a specific number of years. We Learn on the second page of 
the novel that Morag is forty-seven, and on the very first that Pique 
is eighteen. Such references to age as 'Not until I was six', 'Seven 
is much older than six.', 'She has scarcely spoken to him for two 
years', '"Brooke, I am twenty-eight years old ••• "', 'Three years, and 
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the novel is finished', 'At forty-four an older writer?', 
' ••• realising that it is different now from ten years before' are 
everywhere. The same relentless repetition, in order to draw the 
reader's attention to some point she wishes to make, is used by the 
author in describing Morag in her relationship to the river. 21 This 
is an indication of how carefully she crafts her work, and how Little 
she trusts her reader to get the point she is making. 
For both the reader and the protagonist the years pass inexorably 
by to make up a Lifetime. The strong emphasis on the seasons and the 
progression from month to month strengthens the sense of time 
passing. At the beginning of each chapter, before the Memorybank 
Movies begin~we are made aware of the changes going on in the outside 
world of plants and Living creatures, as spring gives way to summer 
and then to autumn. The trees green over with Leaf then the Leaves 
change to gold and red and are gone. The swallows above the kitchen 
door raise their brood, teach them to fly, then suddenly one day they 
have disappeared. The most potent symbol of all, especially to a 
Canadian, is that of the Canada geese whose skeins fly south each 
autumn, returning north in the spring, thus marking the rhythm of the 
seasons. 
The air was distinctly cold. Autumn nearly over. Winter soon to 
descend. Sitting on the dock, Morag became aware of an 
unmistakable sound overhead. Very far up, they flew in their 
V-formation, the few Leaders out front, the flock sounding the 
deep Long-drawn-out resonant raucous cry that no words could ever 
catch but which no one who every heard it could forget. A sound 
and a sight with such a splendour to it that the only true 
response was silence. When these birds Left, the winter was about 
to happen. When they returned you would know it was spring. The 
Canada geese were flying south. (p.411) 
There are many other themes developed in The pjvjoers. In this it 
differs radically from the other four novels, except possibly the 
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Ejre-Dwe! lees. where we see Margaret Laurence first drawing the 
reader's attention to certain aspects of modern society which she 
thinks need examination. One of these themes is modern marriage. In 
the Last book marriage is shown as an institution into which people 
can be pushed by social pressures, and which can appear to be the 
only career for a woman. Indeed, in The Diviners Morag rushes into 
marriage with Brooke when she is nineteen, partly because she wants 
to fit into the pattern of social convention which was denied her in 
Manawaka. Dr Brooke Skelton is a much better catch then either 
Vanessa Macleod or Stacey Cameron could hope to find. This does not 
suggest that she did not Love him. She did. The marriage failed as 
much because of his inability to accept her as a person in her own 
right rather than as one of his possessions, as because Morag had 
grown up in the ten years of their marriage. Both she and her close 
friend, Ella Gerson, rush into early marriage followed by divorce. A 
good many years Later Ella finds a man to marry and be happy with. 
Perhaps one should not marry so young. Certainly Pique's generation 
do not seem so worried about the conventions as Morag was at her age. 
To them sharing a bed does not necessarily mean sharing a Life 
together for all time. But Morag does not suggest that Living without 
a helpmate is easy. She sometimes Longs for 'someone to talk it over 
with. Someone to share the pain.' (p.364) Is the author sugg~sting 
that it is difficult for a woman writer to Live an ordinary married 
Life, because of the commitment she feels to her work? 'For many 
years, when I first started writing seriously, I felt enormous guilt 
about taking the time for writing away from my family. My generation 
was brought to believe you had to iron the sheets.• 22 Certainly she 
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makes the point in this novel that writing is an exacting, exhausting 
business which can absorb time and energy some husbands might feel 
should be spent in more useful pursuits like preparing meals or 
sewing on buttons. Is she a feminist? Not in the radical sense. 
However, Morag makes the observation that it seems rather unfair that 
every young man should expect to marry a virgin while exerting every 
effort to steal the virginity of any girl he goes out with, that men 
should prefer their women to be dumb in the sense of unintelligent, 
and that a husband should expect his wife to be faithful without 
considering it one of his obligations to her. She makes very little 
headway with the young men from the R.C.A.F. Air Training Station 
near Manawaka because she is not good at small talk like Stacey 
Cameron. 
I want to be able to talk to boys the way they want to be talked 
to. Only I can't seem to get the trick of it. (p.181) 
At college, she and Ella have few boyfriends for much the same 
reason. As Ella says, 'And why should I pretend to be brainless? I'm 
not brainless.' (p.182) Even Daniel McRaith, who has been Morag's 
lover for three years in London, baulks at the idea of his wife, 
Bridie, sleeping with another man. 
One of the other themes from The Fire-Dwellers which recurs in 
The Diviners is the imminence of the holocaust. The worry is not 
expressed in such exaggerated terms as when Stacey MacAindra thinks 
about the coming catastrophe, but Morag does call Pique's generation 
'the children of the apocalypse.' (p.4) Moreover, she is keenly aware 
of the danger to nature of the side effects of twentieth century 
industrial society. She fears for her beloved river from pollution 
and talks of river-slaying. But the tone ·is less hysterical than that 
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of The fire-Dwellers. Margaret Laurence would appear to suggest that 
because Morag Lives in the country she can be more dispassionate. 
Stacey, trapped in the city, bombarded daily on all sides by doom and 
destruction in the media, is more paranoid. Morag has deliberately 
sought out and found a retreat, an 'island' where she can be away 
from all that. She has always found city Life unsatisfactory. We do 
not get the impression that radio, television and newspapers play a 
significant part in her Life. There is a pervading sense of silence 
and peace in the Gunn House. 
In The Djvjners we are introduced to a young couple, Alf A-Okay 
Smith and his wife Maudie, who typify those among the new generation 
who have deliberately chosen to return to the Land. Such young 
people, usually well-educated, very earnest and completely dedicated 
to their belief in the Good Life, come to the rural community as 
refugees from what they consider the horrors of modern city Life, 
bringing with them nothing but enthusiasm and determination. Through 
Morag, the author pokes gentle fun at them and their humourless 
filling of every moment of every day with worthy effort, and at their 
romantic view of the Life they have adopted. No time with them for 
idleness or for river-watching. However, she does accept that they 
bring the worthwhile gift of Love of the Land, and she approves when 
Rayland arranges for A-Okay to acquire a bit of practical knowledge 
about farming from one of the Local farmers. 
However dour and bad-tempered, and Charlie Greenhouse was 
certainly that, he could undoubtedly teach them things they 
couldn't Learn from books. True, they wouldn't find him easy to 
get on with. Charlie hated trees, which he regarded as the 
natural enemy of man. He also appeared to hate the earth, but at 
Least he knew enough not to fight it in impossible ways. Charlie 
reminded Morag of various prairie farmers - he wrestled the Land 
Like Jacob wrestling with the Angel of the Lord, until (if ever) 
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it blessed him ••• A-Okay and Dan would not have Charlie's 
outlook. They were different they had known something of 
Babylon, that mighty city which dealt in gold and silver, and in 
the souls of men: ••• They came to the Land in ignorance, perhaps 
expecting miracles which would not occur, but at Least with 
caring, seeing it as a gift and not an affliction. (p.410) 
The relationship between parent and child, which Margaret 
Laurence examined in The Fire-Dwellers. also appears as a theme in 
this novel. Morag deliberately chose to have a child and bring it up 
on her own. She suffers increasing pangs of guilt over this as Pique 
grows up and she begins to see that in fulfilling her own need to 
build a family, even an imperfect one, she had 0 clobbered her with a 
hell of a situation to Live with, although I never meant to. 0 (p.99) 
Consequently Pique's rejection of her mother, when it comes, goes 
well beyond the normal teen-age rebellion against parental authority. 
The author gives us a touching picture of Pique at seventeen, in 
hospital after an overdoes of drugs, declaring in her anguish, 
'"Can 8 t you see I despise you? You aren°t my mother. I haven't 
got a mother." 0 (p.99) Morag had thought that her Love and care would 
be enough, and so they were, until the time came for Pique to face 
the world. Ironically, she had wanted to give Pique some of the 
things she had not had as a child, yet in choosing Jules Tonnerre as 
the child 0 s father, she had made sure that her daughter would be cut 
off from her peers as Morag had been. Was it for different reasons, 
or for the same? Both found themselves beyond the pale of respectable 
society, whose rules they appeared to flout. Morag has Learned over 
the years that she must be herself, whatever the cost; for her 
daughter the pain of being unacceptable is still urgent and 
destructive. The mother has to face the fact that she has made her 
daughter not only an outsider, but one of the dispossessed too, a 
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halfbreed belonging nowhere. Apart from the guilt Morag feels, she 
also discovers to her horror that she is jealous of her daughter now 
that she is a young woman - jealous of her youth, her beauty, her 
men, her unselfconsciousness about sex. Once recognised, she can 
accept it, as Stacey does with her ambivalent attitude to her 
beautiful young daughter, Kate, in The Fjre-Dwellers. The author 
suggests that this alienation between the two generations is in the 
natural order of things and cannot be avoided. 
They (the Smiths) believed, somewhat touchingly, that their 
enlightenment would mean that Tom (the young son) would be spared 
any sense of alienation towards them Later on, in his adolescenc~ 
Morag had, once upon a time, held that belief herself. (p.54) 
In a brief scene between Dan Scranton and Morag, the author 
records the universal sense of rebellion the young feel toward the 
way of Life their parents often chart for them. Dan says '"I have to 
make my own place."' (p.354) and although Morag understands what he 
is saying and agrees with him, she knows from her own experience that 
Dan '"can't throw him (his father) away entirely. He and a Lot of 
others are there. Here." Morag reached out and touched the vein on 
Dan's wrist.' (p.354) We carry the past in our veins with us and 
cannot erase its influence on us or our future. Each generation is 
bound to the Last by inescapable bonds. 
There is yet another aspect of the gap between young and old 
which is dealt with for the first time in this novel, perhaps because 
it is a fairly recent phenomenon. This has to do with the attitude 
which certain of the older generation have toward the young, who 
appear to be so very different from them: the sense of fear that many 
older people experience in the presence of some of the young. Their 
untrammelled physicality seems threatening. Because Pique was a young 
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woman, hitchhiking, and carrying a guitar, she was automatically 
categorised as an undesirable to whom one could behave in nasty ways 
without fear of reproach. Sometimes young people don't need to act at 
all; the dislike and fear are just there, palpable. Pique says '"They 
hate kids hitching, some places. They'd really like you to be dead ••• 
They think they're sweet reasonableness, and it's you that's in the 
wrong, just by being, and not being like them, or looking like them, 
or wanting their kind of life. It's the anger you can feel, even if 
they don't lay a hand on you."' (p.233) Redneck communities abhor 
those who are different. 
Margaret Laurence returns over and over again to the theme of 
small town passion for respectability and conformity. In The pjvjners 
it is a major background influence. As the adoptive daughter of 
Christie Logan, garbage collector, Morag suffered for years the jibes 
of her schoolmates, the pity of women like Mrs Cameron and Mrs 
McVitie, the condescension or overt dislike of many of her teachers, 
because she was not dressed as well as everyone else and came from 
such a dubious environment. Could anything good come out of Hill 
Street? As an adolescent she tried to copy the girls from the 
well-to-do families, hoping to become one of them, though she was 
never quite acceptable. Christie tried to teach Morag that it was all 
hypocrisy, pretension and lack of charity, but it is only years later 
that she is able to turn her back on this structure of rules and 
assumptions about proper behaviour and make her own rules. Then she 
can discard her early attempts to be fashionable - 'her glossy 
painted shell'. She learns to accept people for what they are; she 
ceases to worry about what people think of her. However, the old 
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patterns persist, even in the community of McConnell's Landing, as 
Pique so painfully reveals to her mother one day. '"What do you know 
of it? You've never been called a dirty halfbreed. You've never had 
somebody tell you your mother was crazy because she Lived out here 
alone and wrote dirty books and had kooky people coming from the city 
to visit. Have you? Have you?"' (p.421) The same. Yet not the same. 
Different oddities, the same response. Jules tells Morag, when he 
turns up at the farm, '"Hell, nearly everybody in McConnell's Landing 
knows you, Morag. They think you're crazy as a bedbug."' (p.424) 
Jules has had Long years of practice in coping with this attitude in 
his career as a folk singer in the seedier clubs around the country. 
But neither she nor Jules care any Longer. They have accepted that 
they will always be outsiders. Pique is still Learning. 
The role of the outsider features prominently in tnis novel. In 
fact, it is full of characters who do not fit any socially recognised 
pigeonhole people like Christie Logan whose job places him among 
the untouchables, invisible in broad daylight on Main Street in 
Manawaka. Morag says at his death that '"He lived nearly all his Life 
in this town, and everyone knew him to see him, and they called him 
Christie, but nobody knew him, to speak of, or even to speak to, 
much, if it comes to that."' (p.398) Then there is Christie's simple, 
slatternly wife, Prin, so incongruously named Princess, who is 
overlooked in church on Sunday by the rest of the well-dressed 
Christians in the congregation. Outsiders, too, like the Tonnerre 
famiLy, part French, part Cree Indian, '· met1s, halfbreeds; 
dispossessed and disregarded. Then there are the Gersons, Polish 
Jewish refugees from Nazism in a gentile city like Winnipeg; Fan 
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Brady, another refugee, from the sticks, who has set herself beyond 
the bounds of respectability by becoming an artiste, a danseuse at a 
nightclub called the Figleaf. The A-Okay Smiths have chosen the role 
of outsiders in coming as they do from the city into a rural 
community. Pique is different, partly because of Morag, partly 
because of the tainted blood which flows in her veins, her 
inheritance from her father, Jules Tonnerre, wandering minstrel and a 
true man of no fixed abode. Margaret Laurence is fascinated by the 
plight of those she would call the dispossessed- the Highlanders who 
were forced off their crofts during the Clearances, the m~tis who 
were driven off their land by those same Highlanders, the Indians who 
were dispossessed by everyone of everythinga All this, she feels, is 
a part of the history of her people. Morag, too, is an outsider, one 
who tried to cross the tracks into suburbia and found life there did 
not suit her. There was too much of Christie 1 s teaching in her after 
all. Something in her requires her to remain an outsider- or set 
apart. To be set apart suggests being chosen for some special 
purpose. In Morag's case it was to be a writer, a wordsmith, a maker 
of fictions. 
Reference is made earlier to the fact that Margaret Laurence, in 
this book, is describing what she believes it means to be a writer. 
Through her character, Morag, she works out her own conception of 
what it means to write novels, both in terms of the process of 
writing itself and of the contribution which the writer makes to 
society. First of all, through Morag's account of the creative 
impulse as she experiences it, the author sets out to involve the 
reader in the actual process of creation. So, although we are reading 
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a novel about a novelist, we are in a very real sense reading it over 
the novelist's shoulder as she commits it to paper. As to the social 
relevance of what is done, Morag sees writing as a special power, a 
grace with which one is blessed, which allows the writer to discover 
truths, to make them accessible to others, so these truths may bring 
spiritual refreshment to those who seek them. This power is embodied 
in Royland who can divine the presence of water deep below the 
earth's surface. Morag on the other hand must divine deep within 
herself in the substrata of her mind in order to locate universal 
truths which the reader can then draw up and use to nourish the soul. 
The writer's duty then becomes that of dredging up from Jung's 
collective unconscious what everyone knows to be true once it is 
presented. It is the writer's privilege to remind the reader of what 
he has known all along, deep down, but has either forgotten or 
refused to recognise. 
Since The pjvjoers deals with the development of an artist, it 
becomes a kunstlerroman which begins when Moragp as a child, starts 
to write as a means of escape from the squalor around her, creating a 
fantasy world in which everything is beautiful. She discovers early 
that there is a deep need in her to set down stories and this grows 
stronger as she grows older. When she is in her 'teens, as a result 
of helpful criticism from her English teacher, Miss Melrose, she 
realises what her future must be. 0 She has known for some time what 
she had to do, but never given the knowledge to any other person or 
thought that any person might suspect. Now it is as though a strong 
hand has been laid on her shouldersa Strong and friendly. But 
merciless. 9 (p.122) The die is cast; some inner force is driving her 
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towards becoming a writer. While working for a year as a journalist 
on the Manawaka Banner, she Learns the skill of reporting real 
events, as well as making the money she needs to escape from the town 
she hates. Even in the fallow years during her marriage to Brooke she 
is absorbing knowledge about her craft through her reading. In the 
final analysis, she cannot deny her compulsion to write, any more 
than she can deny her urge towards motherhood. Margaret Laurence is 
suggesting that an author's books are Like children, conceived within 
just as a child is. Morag's characters seem to grow out of her and 
possess her while she is writing. Early in her relationship with 
Brooke she discovers that 'not even for Dr. Skelton can she write a 
story which wasn't there to be written.' (p.190) Whilst writing her 
first book ~ear of Innocence she tells us that 'she knows more about 
Lilac than Lilac knows about herself.' (p.225) Later, by her 
description of how she works, she reveals how painful and exhausting 
the process can be. 
Morag usually stops writing about four, so she will have time to 
get outside the novel before Brooke arrives home. She does not 
always manage. Sometimes she forgets that time, outside, is 
passing. (p.229) 
Odd- if you had a friend who had just aborted herself, causing 
chaos round and not only to herself, no one would be surprised if 
you felt upset, anxious, shaken. It is no different with fiction 
-more so, maybe, because Morag has felt Lilac's feelings. The 
blood is no Less real for being invisible to the external eye. 
She wants to explain (to Brooke), but feels too tired. (p.230) 
In these two passages the reader glimpses the very process of 
creation. Throughout the novel, we see the-writer as a person who 
must write. She is driven by some inner compelling force. In a Letter 
to G.H. Lewes, quoted in Margaret Lane's book The Bronte StorY, 
Charlotte Bronte describes how the creative process works in her. 
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When authors write best, or, at least, when they write most 
fluently, an influence seems to waken in them, which becomes 
their master- which will have its own way- putting out of view 
all behests but its own, dictating certain words, and insisting 
on their being used, whether vehement or measured in their 
nature; new-moulding characters, g1v1ng unthought-of turns to 
incidents, rejecting carefully-elaborated old ideas, and suddenly 
creating and adopting new ones.23 
It is hard work, beginning hardest of all. 0 Getting started each 
morning was monstrous, an almost impossible exercise of will, in 
which finally the will was not enough, and it had to be begun on 
faith.' (p.169) Sometimes she looks 'at the pale blue empty lines 
like shelves on the page waiting to be stuffed with what?' Cp.290) 
She speaks of the daily process of getting inside and then back 
outside of a novel, of the sense of emptiness when a book is finally 
completed. She describes the way in which the characters can take 
over and appear to Live a Life of their own. 0 Jonah inhabits Morag's 
head, and talks in his own voice. In some ways she knows more about 
Coral, who is so uncertainly freed by Jonah 0 s ultimate death, but it 
is Jonah himself who seems more Likely to take on his own Life in the 
fiction.' Cp.366) 
There is also the time problem - that of finding time, amongst 
all the other duties a woman seems to have to assume, to actually 
continue the work she is driven to do. 0 How to get this novel 
written, in between or as well as everything else?' (p.366) To Graeme 
Gibson's question in an interview "Does being a novelist demand a 
particular kind of selfishness?", Margaret Laurence replied: 
Not only selfishness, it demands a certain kind of 
unscrupulousness, if you're going to write at all. You have to 
create a situation in which you are able to be alone for part of 
the time each day when you're working. And to do this you can't 
necessarily be available, say for your children, sometimes even 
when they need you and you try and balance things. You don't 
always succeed.24 
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Virginia Woolf suggests in her essay 'A Room of One's Own' that what 
the woman novelist needs is one hundred pounds a year income and a 
room of her own, thus freeing her to get on with writing without the 
distractions of having to earn a Living or attend to the needs of 
others. Margaret Laurence's experience is one shared by many women 
writers. Returning to Charlotte Bronte's experience, in her biography 
The Life of Charlotte Bronte Mrs Gaskell asserts: 
Henceforward Charlotte Bronte's existence becomes divided into 
two parallel currents - her Life as Currer Bell, the author; her 
Life as Charlotte Bronte, the woman. There were separate duties 
belonging to each character not opposing each other, not 
impossible, but difficult to be reconciled. When a man becomes an 
author, it is probably merely a change of employment to him. He 
takes a portion of that time which has hitherto been devoted to 
some other study or pursuit ••• But no other can take up the 
quiet, regular duties of the daughter, the wife or the mother, as 
well as she whom God has appointed to fill that particular place: 
a woman's principal work in Life is hardly Left to her own 
choice; nor can she drop the domestic charges devolving on her as 
an individual, for the exercise of the most splendid talents that 
were ever bestowed. And yet she must not shrink from the extra 
responsibility implied by the very fact of her possessing such 
talents. She must not hide her gift in a napkin: it was meant for 
the use and service of others. In an humble and faithful spirit 
must she Labour to do what is not impossible, or God would not 
have set her to do it.25 
Not quite the words Morag would have used, but the meaning is the 
same. Indeed, the words echo Mrs Gaskell's own experience, for she 
had a husband to Look after and a household of girls to bring up to 
her own very high standards. The attitude of others to earning a 
Living by writing can be a burden too. Maggie Tefler, Morag's first 
landlady in Vancouver, probably expresses many people's views. When 
she heard that Morag was a writer, all she could say was, '"Well, ••• 
it must be nice to be able to earn a Living just sitting there."' 
(p.299) We have already been told of the attitude of the citizens of 
McConnell's Landing to Morag's professfon. Aspiring writers want to 
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know the established writer's secret, but as Morag says to an early 
morning telephone inquiry, '"I worked Like hell •••• There is no 
secret." (p.24) To her, being a writer is work, hard work, the only 
work she can do, something even her perceptive old friend, Rayland, 
did not at first understand. 'He got the word right now. Once he used 
to ask her if she was doing any writing these days. Until he Learned 
that the only meaning the word 'work' had for her was writing, which 
was peculiar, considering that it was more of a free gift than work, 
when it was going well, and the only kind of work she enjoyed doing.' 
(p.98) 
At the same time, Morag's attitude to her work is ambivalent. 
Sometimes she feels it is 'a daft profession. Wordsmith. Liar. 
Weaving fabrications. Yet, with typical ambiguity, convinced that 
fiction was more true than fact. Or that fact was in fact fiction.' 
(p.25) Yet just a few pages before, she makes the statement: 'If I 
hadn't been a writer, I might've been a first-rate mess at this 
point.' (p.4) Always, too, there is the Lurking fear that she will 
one day cease being able to write, wondering 'how to keep the 
mini-fortress here going and what would happen to her when she could 
no Longer write.' (p.25) Morag's fascination with the ability of 
Rayland to divine streams of water hidden beneath the ground stems 
from the vague recognition that her work as a writer resembles his, 
except that she is occupied with divining or discovering the ultimate 
truth which Lies below the surface of Life itself. Rayland does not 
know or understand why he has 'the gift'. His attitude is, '"I don't 
reckon I really need to understand it, I just gotta do 
In a similar way Morag has just got to do what she does 
it."' (p.26) 
26 too. But 
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why? and how? and for how Long? One day Rayland Loses the power to 
divine. It simply Leaves him. '"It's not so strange. People often 
Lose it. I mean the divining, when they get older."' (p.451) Then to 
Morag's amazement he points out that his art can be acquired by quite 
a few people, if they just '"get over wanting to explain it."' 
(p.452) Is this then the answer? 'She had known it all along, but not 
really known it. The gift, or portion of grace, or whatever it was, 
was finally withdraw, to be given to someone else.' (p.452) Rayland 
thinks he can pass his power on to A-Okay Smith. Will Morag soon have 
to hand over to younger writers whom she sees coming along in her 
shadow? As we read the final pages of The Djyjners they assume a 
special significance when we note that after it appeared in 1974, 
Margaret Laurence wrote no more novels. In fact, she stated that it 
was to be her Last, and indeed it was. 
Margaret Laurence's skill at characterisation has developed with 
each novel, although, until The Djvjoers, her male characters have 
not been as fully realised as the women, nor have they played such 
significant roles. Now, this is no Longer so. In the present novel 
each of the five men who play the most important part in Morag's Life 
has his own unique personality. The garrulous Christie and the 
Laconic Rayland are her shamans; Jules, Brooke and Daniel are her 
Lovers; each in his own way is an outsider. Her shamans help her to 
discover the truth about Life. Her Lovers represent the different 
dominant strands in the history of the Canada she has come to realise 
has been her true Love. French, Indian, English, Scottish - they 
existed in the mosaic of Canada's past. The present is for Canadians. 
Her pilgrimage to what she had always imagined to be her real home, 
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Sutherland in Scotland, is abortive, because, on a visit to the 
McRai th home in Crombruach, she finally discerns that '"it's not 
mine, except a long long way back. I always thought it was the land 
of my ancestors, but it is not."' (p.391) Her real home is the land 
of her birth" 27 Will Pique's pilgrimage to Galloping Mountain to her 
father's people show her where she belongs? That knowledge may come 
earlier to her than to Morag because the land of her forefathers is 
more accessible. Nor had Jules 8 people usurped the land. It had 
belonged to them before Morag's forebears had settled on it. 
The most important character in the book alongside Morag is 
Christie Logan, though a more unlikely hero it would be hard to find, 
if a hero is indeed what he is. Named Christie, short for Christian, 
belonging to Christ, he certainly was despised and rejected of men. A 
scrawny, scarecrow-like figure, one of the world 0 s true originals, 
evil-smelling and foul-mouthed, he was the single most important and 
powerful influence in Morag 0 s lifeo It was he who taught her to be 
tough and strong, to fight against the ridicule and insults of the 
folk of Manawaka. He also gave her her pride, through the stories he 
made up for her about her ancestors, and it was this sense of pride 
which made it possible to survive in those first dreadful years, 
until she acquired the strength to leave behind what she had come to 
think of as her shame. She became like Piper Gunn endowed with 'the 
gall of a thousand and the strength of convictiono 0 (p.49) Margaret 
Laurence does not flinch from makfng Morag come to feel ashamed of 
the environment she is required to inhabit, or to reject the insights 
Christie has tried to give her, or to hate him for what he is. But 
she makes Morag carry with her for the rest of her life a sense of 
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guilt based on the rejection she has exercised in turning her back on 
Christie and Prin, forever if possibleo It is only on reflection over 
many years that she comes to realise the importance of what Christie 
has taught her without her being aware of it, and of its contribution 
to the choices she has made in her own Lifeo The Lessons that 
appearances do not matter, that the truth is not always easy to find, 
that Life is not fair, that '"you make your own chances in this 
world" ° Cp.88) are only proved over a lifetime of searching and 
struggling" °Christie knew things about inner truths that I am at 
last beginning to understand.° Cpa418) she writes to Ella. Finally at 
his deathbed she is able to give him the one gift she had witheld for 
so long ~ love. She finds the words to say, 0 "Christie""" you've been 
my father to me." 1 Cp.396) His last words are, 0 "Well I'm 
blesseda" 0 (pa396) 
Orphan, author, divorcee, mother; friend, Lover; wordsmith; 
diviner, sojourner on this earth for a while, ancestor-to-be, Morag's 
story is that of one human being in search of the essential meaning 
of her life and of life itself" The blurb on the cover of the 
paperback edition of The Djvjners speaks of the novel 0 of an 
independent woman and her urgent need for Lovea 0 Morag does have a 
passionate need for love, but she is not just on a quest for that. 
The statement somehow trivialises what goes much deeper. She would 
like to command respect, something quite differento Moreover, Morag 
Gunn asks all the questions and wants all the answers" In physical 
appearance she is rather like Hagar (Currie) Shipley tall, raven 
black hair, good features, beautiful in fact when young, though 
unaware of ita Daniel McRaith calls her Morag Dhu black Morag, 
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Morag being the Gaelic word for Great. As a child she is very 
short-sighted, a fact she tries to hide because she considers that to 
wear glasses would provide just one more oddity for people to point 
at. Is this a symbolic myopia, too, to shut out the awfulness of her 
life? Does it suggest that we are all shortsighted where the effect 
of our actions on others is concerned? Certainly it was true in 
Morag's case. She deliberately refuses to recognise in herself the 
snobbery she has learned from the citizens of Manawaka, which makes 
her despise Christie and Prin. She is possessed by a certain wildness 
which she calls the Black Celt in her and which she tries to hide 
from others. One of her gifts from Christie is a terrible strength 
which she has developed through adversity and upon which she has had 
to call again and again throughout her Lifetime. She is well aware 
that she possesses this strength and that she can and will go on in 
spite of everything. Even as a child she is always asking questions. 
Searching for answers, she never stops asking, "What means ••• ?" 
Always she finds answers that satisfy her at the time, but always she 
needs to question them in the Light of future events. She is 
fascinated by words and meanings, even as a very small child, hence 
her concept of herself Later as a wordsmith. Apart from the strength 
she has within her, a strength which makes her fundamentally a very 
serious person indeed, she has a wry and sardonic sense of humour 
which enables her, as she grows older, to Laugh at herself. Sometimes 
she uses the wisecrack to hide a hurt. Sometimes it simply brings her 
back to a sense of proportion, to counteract the demons of worry, 
guilt and fear which bedevil her. She expends a great deal of energy 
worrying, then worries about worrying, but she had a good stock of 
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common sense too. Not only that, she has a strong instinct for 
self-preservation. The pangs of guilt she suffers in retrospect, for 
what she regards as her deliberate rejection of Prin and Christie, 
over the pain she caused Brooke and over the burdens she has placed 
on Pique are real enough. Nevertheless, we know as indeed she does, 
that each action was a necessary part of her survival. She is often 
driven by a strongly passionate nature into relationships that result 
in disastera Only with Dan McRaith is there a meeting of equals in a 
relationship which is based on mutual respect and ends in a la5ting 
friendship. Her stiff-necked pride which she inherits, like Hagar, 
from her Scottish ancestors, prevents her from asking for help or 
love, and she is always amazed when it is given. The tension which 
she experiences within is rarely relieved, except perhaps through her 
writing. Indeed, it is by means of her writing that she works through 
to some of the answers she needs. 
An evaluation of The Diviners must include some comment on the 
language found in the novel. Margaret Laurence believes that a 
character 0 s mode of speech is an important means of revealing 
personality. Our language is very much a part of us as individuals. 
but it is also important in establishing in us a sense of identity 
with others who share the same history. In The Diviners Morag 
comments at Length on the importance of language to a people, and the 
alienation which can result from being cut off from the ancestral 
speech. 
The lost languages, forever lurking somewhere inside the 
ventricles of those who lost them. Jules, with two languages 
lost, retaining only broken fragments of both French and Cree, 
and yet speaking English as though forever it must be a foreign 
tongue to him. (p.244) 
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Thus Jules is identified as an outsider, not just because of his 
birth into a group of the dispossessed, but also because he does not 
speak the language as do those others who possess the land and the 
power. 
Mrs Laurence also uses language as a pointer to the personality 
of her characters. She possesses a valuable sensitivity to the 
idiosyncracies of human speech. She is able to capture the rhythms of 
ordinary speech patterns and use them effectively to depict mood and 
feeling, or to identify individuals. Her vocabulary is enriched by 
the idiom of groups and classes of people from different backgrounds 
and periods. However, she does recognise her limitations. 
I've listened to the speech of three generations my 
grandparents, my parents and my own, and maybe I've even heard 
what some of it means. I can listen with great interest to the 
speech of a generation younger than mine, but I can't hear it 
accurately enough to set it down and I have no desire to try. 
That is specifically their business, not mine ••• 28 
This difficulty with the language of a new generation is referred to 
by Morag when commenting on her unease with the slang of Pique's age 
group and on Pique's amused toleration of her mother's efforts to use 
her idiom. The gap between the generations includes the inability to 
speak each other's language. 
Of all the Laurence novels this one contains the most accurate 
recreation of the language of working class people as well as of a 
generation who do not to-day shrink from using a vocabulary which 
would previously have been considered scabrous. Some critics have 
found the realism a bit too much to take; others simply term it 
"earthy". Careful examination of how the author uses language shows 
that it is always done in a way which is true to the character or the 
situationo Christie Logan's language is pungent and coarse at times, 
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and certainly highly colloquial. Yet he has a natural eloquence which 
emerges in times of stress or when he is telling Morag the tales of 
Piper Gunn. Then his narrative acquires the dignity and passion, the 
rhythms and pointing, of the Gaelic storyteller. The reader is left 
with the question: "Which is the real Christie?" From what Prin says 
there is the suggestion that for Christie, the foul-mouthed clown of 
a dustman is a part which he chooses to plays As a child Morag speaks 
Christie's language because that is what she knows. Cleverly the 
author charts her growth to maturity through the changing of the 
vocabulary she uses. The greatest change takes place in those ten 
years while she is married to Brooke. The old language lies dormant 
with the old, secret life, until the day some weeks after she returns 
to Toronto from Prin's funeral in Manawaka. Suddenly from her lips 
flows a stream of the old language learned in those olden days -
Little one. Brooke, I am twenty-eight years old, and I am five 
feet eight inches tall, which has always seemed too bloody 
christly tall to me but there it is, and by judas priest and all 
the sodden saints in fucking Beulah Land, I am stuck with it and 
I do not mind like I did once, in fact the goddam reverse if you 
really want to know, for I've gone against it long enough and I'm 
no actress at heart, then, and that's the christly truth of it. 
(p.256) 
This outburst symbolises her disaffection, her sense that her life, 
freed from all crudity, is unnatural and artificial. 
Throughout the rest of the novel the author shows Morag as 
someone who indeed seems to speak many languages. She has the ability 
to take on and use the idiom of those about her. The mode of 
expression she uses in conversation with Fan Brady is completely 
different from that she uses when talking to Dan McRaith. As 
previously mentioned, when she is chatting with Pique she tries to 
use the idiom of her daughter's generation, though Pique finds some 
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of her expressions rather quaint. Christie 1 s pungent language has 
become commonplace on the lips of the young in the seventiesm In 
Morag's inner dialogue she tends to revert to some of the words and 
phrases inherited from her childhood. In descriptions of the out of 
doors, of natural surroundings, we still encounter the apt use of 
words we have come to associate with Margaret Laurence~ her literary 
voice as it werea There are also those small felicities like 'a 
hearse for clowns' (p.17> to describe the Pearl 0 s dilapidated car in 
which Morag was driven forever from her home. However, she has 
developed a new tendency in this novelp one which has dubious merit. 
We must ask ourselves now~ who is speaking Morag Gunn, or the 
author? On several occasions we are presented with a playing with 
words which seems rather too self-conscious. Such expressions as: 
0 the two-way battle of the mindfieldp the minefield of the mind" 
(p.94) 1 like clutches of cymbals, cliches of symbols 0 (p.286) 0 the 
thing now was not to interferep to enter fear 0 (p.96) 1 nearby 
Jacques Tonnerre had his livingplacep his living place'. (p.448) 
are irritating, obtrusive and do nothing except draw attention to 
themselves a 
How much of Margaret Laurence is there in Morag Gunnp apart from 
that part of an author 0 s self which must go into the creation of any 
character? There is no doubt that there are many biographical 
similarities. Morag Gunn is forty-seven in the novel as indeed Mrs 
Laurence would have been. Both spent their childhood in a small 
Manitoba townp though hardly in similar circumstances. Each began at 
an early age to set down stories and each spent some time as a 
journalisto Both of them escaped from their small town upbringing by 
way of college in Winnipega Each married young. Both are divorced, in 
each case because marriage interfer ·ed wfth what they had come to 
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acknowledge as their function, that of writer. Both spent some years 
in both Vancouver and London. They both had to cope with bringing up 
children on their own. Each has written an equal number of books. 
Each has found a permanent home at Last in a rural or small town 
setting. But the novel is not autobiographical. Margaret Laurence 
acknowledges the similarities found in the book between herself and 
Morag, and says that she is writing autobiographical fiction, 
something she regards as a legitimate, indeed inevitable, tendency in 
any writer who hopes to recreate her own time, period and place. 
Nothing I have written is directly autobiographical at all. The 
thing that is autobiographical is not the events, not the 
characters, but some of the underlying responses toward life, 
where you're really saying what you really felt about various 
human situations.29 
Thus The Diviners in its exploration of what it means to be a writer 
is a declaration by Mrs Laurence of what she sees as her place in the 
scheme of things, both as an author and as a Canadian. 
This is a sprawling rather untidy hovel, full of vitality, but 
somehow unsatisfactory. It is difficult to select any one theme or 
idea or character that is more significant than another. The author 
presents us with all her previous themes, and more besides. The 
result is unwieldy; the critic has difficulty in knowing where to 
begin. Still it draws the reader along inexorably. Since it is, also, 
a Manawakan novel, the ghosts and echoes from the other books give it 
a feeling of familiarity; it is as though, after some years away from 
your hometown, a friend sends you a copy of the local newspaper. You 
are able to catch up on the news of people you have not seen for a 
long time. Of course, the Manawaka Morag knew is vastly different 
from the town Vanessa, Rachel or Stacey would remember. This 
departure from the previous more sanitised Life of respectable 
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Manawaka makes it possible to deal with themes which would otherwise 
be inappropriate. It is almost certain, for example, that the 
Tonnerres were virtually invisible to girls Like Stacey and Rachel. 
Vanessa's contact with that family was forced upon her by a father 
who had considerably more respect for his fellow men that the rest of 
his fellow citizens. Vanessa does have a brief initiation to squalor 
when she visits the Shinwell home with her grandfather. Vanessa 
herself says of Harvey Shinwell that 'he was somebody who had always 
been round and whom I had never actually seen.' (A Bird in the House, 
p.160) Hagar, of all the Laurence women, alone shares at Least some 
of Morag's experience, though her ostracism is self-imposed, and from 
this she escapes too Late by means of money raised by selling 
possessions Linked to a more respectable past. 
The Diyiners is a more ambitious novel than the previous ones 
because it deals with the fundamental dilemmas, not just of 
individuals, but of the human race, and of that chosen few Like 
Christie Logan, Jules Tonnerre, and finally, Morag Gunn herself, who 
are given a deeper insight into the human condition. As Morag Looks 
into the future she sees the marks made on it by the past. She has 
come to a time when what was happening in the present would alter the 
future, and when it has become necessary to examine the past. Now, 
Janus-Like, she Looks both ways along the river of time to what has 
gone before and what is yet to come. Yet all is one. There is only 
now, and it contains both past and future. As she watches, she waits 
for the silence, perhaps the silencing of her voice as a writer, 
inevitably the silence of death. So the book is both a valediction 
and a testimony. As the reader closes the book, there is no sound but 
silence. 
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A Stranger With Thee 
To be at liberty to make choices and to make mistakes, to be 
oneself, this is to be free. The theme of freedom and personal 
fulfilment forms a strand which is woven into and binds together all 
of Margaret Laurence's writing. 
She is engaged in an inquiry into the nature and basis of 
personal freedom in respect of its relevance to human happiness. 
The inquiry rests on a fascinating and critical notion: the issue 
of choice.1 
She sees the individual's choices as Limited by all manner of 
constraints, such as sex and genetic inheritance, which cannot be 
changed, and social custom reinforced by early religious teaching, 
which are almost as inalterable, since they form part of the 
substratum on which behaviour is based. However, the latter can be 
regarded differently from a distance, and in the Light of experience. 
The struggle for freedom is a lonely, difficult one, partly because 
the individual must set aside the demands of others, which often 
contribute to his servitude, and because it is not easy to 
re-evaluate in-built attitudes or acquired prejudices. But the 
struggle to survive, while Leading to the isolation of the 
individual, can be conducted with dignity and Lead to personal 
integration. Since the straitjacket which each person must shuck off, 
in order to stretch himself to the Limit, is applied in childhood, 
part of the act of survival must be to see the past for what it is. 
In a conversation with Don Cameron, Margaret Laurence has said that 
her books deal with 
•• the process of every human individual coming to terms with your 
past, with your childhood, with your parents, and getting to the 
point where you can 
blaming the pastp no 
pastp but finding 
have to doo2 
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see yourself as a human individual no Longer 
Longer having even to throw out all the 
a way to Live with your own pastp which you 
We are who we have Learned to bep and if we want to be ourselvesp we 
must find out who we really area We have to dare to be differento We 
have to be prepared to make fools of ourselveso We have to take 
. k h h . . 3 rlS So T e c OlCe lS ourso 
Throughout her novels Margaret Laurence uses numerous symbols for 
the captivity of the individual in society and for the enslavement of 
the human soulo Hagar Shipleyp who in fact bears the name of the 
biblical slave of the book of Genesisp is the stone angelp her 
natural fire so quenched by the frigid atmosphere in which she was 
reared that she is cold as marbleo Grandfather Connor 0 s Brick House 
is a fortresso Marriage and the family are kinds of prison to which 
Stacey and her sister Rachel are sentencedo The town of Manawaka is 
presented as the ultimate prisonp not in the physical sensep because 
one can always Leavep but because the values which have been acquired 
there in childhood make it difficult to be oneselfo An upbringing in 
the Presbyterianp Calvinist or puritanical atmosphere of this typical 
small town places certain curbs on the individual which are 
stultifyingp and very hard to combat _o ooo when you are in a boxp 
you are not sure what you thinko 0 4 
This quotation from one of Mrs Laurence 0 s African short stories 
indicates that the theme of personal freedom had interested her for 
some time before she began the Manawaka novelso Godman Pirap who 
makes this statementp is a dwarf imprisoned in a box by an African 
village priest who requires that he behave as an oracleo This points 
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to another aspect of slaveryp that of being trapped ~ithin a set of 
moral codes ~hich govern the individual 0 s lifea He must play out the 
role in ~hich he has been cast; he must ~ear a mask ~hich puts an 
acceptable face on thingsa This requires a stifling of the original 
temperament ~hich can lead to distortion and unhappinessa Joy can 
only come from the fulfilment of those basic human needs ~ith ~hich 
each is borna Thus the struggle to escape from those 0 inescapable 
bonds 0 becomes the battle fought in turn by each of the five Laurence 
protagonists in the Mana~aka cyclea 
Although this series of five interlocking fictions is central to 
this studyp reference to her African ~ritings is relevant because in 
them ~e find her earliest treatment of this theme of personal 
freedoma In discussing her ~riting ~ith Don Cameronp Margaret 
Laurence points out that at first her African fiction seemed to be 
about political freedoma After allp she ~as in Ghana at the time ~hen 
that country was preparing for independencep and shep as a Canadianp 
~as very much a~are that she came from a country ~here colonialism of 
a much more subtle kind had operateda Thereforep she felt she 
understood the dilemmas facing Ghanaians as they prepared to take on 
the responsibility of independencea Hope and fear jostle one another 
in the minds of those to be freedp creating a crisis of confidence 
~hich can be paralysinga Ans~ering the question "What is a Ghanaian?" 
is just as fraught ~ith difficulties as trying to explain ~hat it 
means to be Canadiana Howeverp when she re-examined her African 
stories she realised that they dealt with deeper issues than this; 
they pointed past political freedom to personal libertya The d~arfp 
Godman Pirap who spent so many years in a boxp epitomised any human 
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being who was "boxed in" by any or all of the constraints which 
society imposes. He is freed by Moses Adu, an educated African who 
happens to pass through the village where Godman is imprisoned by 
Faru, the priest. To his consternation he finds himself responsible 
for the ugly little fellow whom he has liberated, much against his 
better judgment. He tries to persuade Godman that he is not yet 
really free because he is still dependent upon his saviour. '"There 
is more to freedom ••• than not living in a box,"' he says, to which 
Godman replies, '"You would not think so if you had ever lived in a 
box."' 5 Godman must learn to fend for himself, and in spite of his 
protest that he is not ready to do so, Moses insists. '"No one is 
every ready ••• And you will not die."• 6 A year later Moses goes to 
see Godman, who is now part of a circus sideshow. The dwarf has 
discovered through terrible experience that he can cope. '"I have 
known the worst and the worst and the worst ••• and yet I live. I 
fear and fear, and yet I live."' 7 Margaret Laurence recognises that 
she is writing about freedom here 
in terms of the individual coming to terms with his own past ·and 
with himself, accepting his limitations and going on from there, 
however terrified he may be.8 
This is exactly the process which is revealed in the five books based 
on characters from the western Canadian town of Manawaka. 
Although the author deals with the need for and the striving 
toward freedom of the spirit for each of her main fictional women, 
progress is not equal, nor is it easy.P. Easingwood believe~ 'They 
are moving on the edge of the unknown, in the sense that they 
struggle to realize a hidden potential within themselves.• 9 Acquiring 
self-knowledge and reappraising the received wisdom, to find oneself 
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'a place to stand on' 10 is always slow, frequently painful. Hagar 
Shipley in The Stone Angel comes to know herself almost too late. As 
the daughter of one of Manawaka's most respected citizens, Jason 
Currie, pioneer and self-made man, she is early encouraged in the sin 
of pride. Her natural fiery wildness is never allowed to show jtself. 
For the sake of proper appearances she becomes haughty, cold, and 
judgmental, blindly incapable of seeing herself or others for what 
they are. Her 'awful strength' (The Stqne Angel. p.59) is a vice 
rather than a virtue. The author makes repeated use of literary 
devices to ensure that the reader realises how much Hagar is the 
prisoner of her nature and of her upbringing. 
It would seem that Hagar's choices can hardly be deemed 
independent ones since her whole character is so narratively 
weighted in favour of the hereditary features of her situation, 
features which affect and even control her choices. Her character 
is to this extent part of her destiny.11 
She scorns the stone angel which her father erected to his dead wife, 
yet she constantly refers to herself as frozen, unbending, blind. Not 
only has Jason Currie raised such a monument to the dead; he has 
helped to create another from the living. In fact a part of Hagar has 
been dead almost all her life. As she approaches death, the coldness 
that envelopes her takes on a symbolic dimension. 
My bed is cold as winter, and now it seems to me that I am lying 
as the children used to do, on fields of snow, and they would 
spread their arms and sweep them down to their sides, and when 
they rose, there would be the outline of an angel with spread 
wings. The icy whiteness covers me, drifts over me, and I could 
drift to sleep in it, like someone caught in a blizzard, and 
freeze. (The Stone Angel, p.81). 
Margaret Laurence enables the reader to recognise Hagar's blindness 
by looking out through Hagar's eyes. Because the reader is not Hagar, 
it is possible to appreciate how unperceptive she has been in her 
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dealings with Bram and her sons, seeing only what she wanted to see, 
never what her heart might perceive. This is particularly clearly 
illustrated by her reactions to the way her two sons behave. What she 
sees is a reflection of what she believes, or wants to believe. In 
scientific terms a mirror image is the reverse of the object 
reflected, and the author is fond of using the mirror as a device for 
suggesting the disparity between what is reality and what the 
character thinks. So Hagar comforts herself for her ugly, fat old 
body by imagining that 
if I were to walk carefully up to my room, approach the 
mirror softly, take it by surprise, I would see there again that 
Hagar with the shining hair, the dark-maned colt off to the 
training ring, the young ladies' academy in Toronto. (The Stone 
Angel. p.42) 
This image of Hagar as she used to be makes us realise how much she 
hates being old and fat, and we see her as trapped inside this gross 
physical shape which becomes yet another symbol of the absence of 
spiritual freedom. She is a prisoner of the flesh, but worse than 
that, old age and infirmity have taken away her right to decide what 
is best for her. At ninety years of age freedom for Hagar is no 
longer possible, though a degree of self-knowledge is. Such insight 
is expressed by her in saying, 'I was alone, never anything else, and 
never free, for I carried my chains within me, and they spread out 
and shackled all I touched.' (The Stone Angel. p.292) However, she 
goes as indomitable as ever to the grave. She will most certainly 
take Dylan Thomas' advice and 'Rage, rage against the dying of the 
light.• 12 
The first step towards freedom is the recognition that it has 
been missing. Hagar takes that first step, and in creating her 
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Margaret Laurence is pointing to those forces in life which can be 
confining. However, Hagar is too old to benefit from her 
self-discovery and break out of her box. That is left to Rachel 
Cameron in A Jest of God. Through her the author asserts that one can 
move towards liberation, even if progress is slow and limited. By 
deciding to break out of the Manawaka trap, Rachel demonstrates that 
escape is possible, once the individual recognises what options are 
open and finds the courage to choose one. Vancouver may not offer her 
much more than Manawaka did. At least she will have asserted her 
independence. She, who so much feared to make a fool of herself, by 
doing that very thing acquires the ability to recognise that it does 
not really matter anyway. She has grown up. The author places Rachel 
in a trap within a trap. She lives in a town from which there would 
at first appear to be no escape, and she is reduced to perpetual 
childhood in her relationship with her mother. Even the family can 
become a prison, and in a small community where she is well known her 
every act is under scrutiny. No freedom here. The proper appearances 
so valued by Hagar must. be observed by Rachel too. Through the first 
person narrative the reader is very much aware that what the mirror 
reveals of Rachel is no more the reality than in Hagar's case. 
Moreover Rachel's isolation is more complete and terrifying. The 
unwillingness to give oneself to others, or to touch them, turns 
Hagar into a marble statue. The same reserve nearly destroys Rachel's 
sanity. Mrs Laurence implies in both The Stqne Angel and A Jest of 
God, indeed in all her novels, that this inability to show affection 
and experience passion is a limitation on the individual's 
development as a human being. In her brief sexual encounter with Nick 
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Kazlik Rachel Learns to reach out to another human being, to touch 
and to feel. The pain this encounter eventually causes opens her eyes 
to the needs of others, and the fact that she deliberately chose to 
embark on the adventure, in spite of her fears, proves to her that 
she can make choices and Live with her mistakes. Life need not be 
spent in a prison. Finally she sets off for a new start where 'I will 
be different. I will remain the same.' (A .Jest of God, p.201) Thus 
she indicates her recognition of the fact that taking her old self 
into a new milieu will require adjustments but the Rachel who makes 
them will be working from the same basis as before. It will be up to 
her now. She will decide and she will survive. 
In The Eire-Dwellers Stacey has already escaped from Manawaka in 
a bid for freedom. Now at thirty-nine she finds herself in a 
different trap - the family- where she is diminished by her role of 
wife and mother, and burdened by the demands which others make upon 
her. It is easy to imagine that Hagar would have been Like Stacey had 
she been Less warped and inhibited by her puritan upbringing. Stacey 
has the warmth and passion which Hagar so successfully quelled, as 
well as her vitality and energy. The young woman's indomitable 
spirit, coupled with her wry sense of humour, help her to survive, 
and to accept what she cannot change. Margaret Laurence actually 
refers to her as 'Hagar's spiritual granddaughter•. 13 
In this novel the author makes a further statement about the 
meaning of freedom. Sometimes to be free demands that the individual 
stop struggling against the inevitable and come to terms with Life as 
it is, not as it might be or should be. Again we are made aware of 
the gulf which separates actuality from what is happening internally 
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for the main character. This makes possible a sharing of the progress 
from doubt through rebellion to acceptance, but never to resignation 
or submission. The reader is allowed to share in Stacey's insight at 
the end of the novel. 'Maybe the trivialities aren't so bad after 
all. They're something to focus on ••• Never mind. Give me another 
forty years, Lord, and I may mutate into a matriarch.' (~ 
Fire-Dwellers, p.307-308) To see things more clearly can be 
liberating too. 'I was wrong to think of the trap as the four walls. 
It's the world. The truth is that I haven't been Stacey Cameron for 
one hell of a long time now.' (The Fire-Dwellers, p.303) 
Seeing things more clearly in order to free oneself fro~ the 
chains of the past is the aim of the older Vanessa Macleod in the 
interconnected short stories of A Bird in the House. The author 
freely admits that, by re-living her early years spent in her 
grandfather's house in Neepawa as she wrote them, she was able to 
gain a proper perspective, so accepting the old man for what he was -
a prisoner himself of his own intractable nature. The very qualities 
which had been required to make him a successful pioneer distorted 
him as a human being. Worse still, the values which he and his 
fellows, like Jason Currie, passed on to the next generation were 
irrelevant, even crippling. The technique used by the author in these 
stories allows the reader to participate in Vanessa's voyage to~ards 
reconciliation. The latter recounts a series of episodes, in 
chronological order, ostensibly as they happened to her at various 
ages, from ten to twenty. However, because it is really the older 
Vanessa who is speaking, the reader sees as she sees, and can 
interpret actions and events in a different way from the child. 
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Comments such as 'Sometimes a thing only hits you a long time 
afterwards' (A Bird jn the Hous~, p.51) or 'I did not know then' and 
'I did not understand' link the older storyteller with the child who 
is shown as experiencing the events. As usual the author employs 
various symb~ls for the state of imprisonment as outlined in the 
book. At the very beginning of the first story the theme is spelled 
out when Daniel Connor's Brick House is compared to 'some crusader's 
embattled fortress in a heathen wilderness.' (p.1) Fortresses not 
only protect, they shut in. In a later story in the same collection 
the house is compared to Jericho, the walled city which the 
Israelites had to destroy. When the walls come tumbling down, people 
can get out as well as in. 
Grandmother Connor possesses a canary in a cage, and an affinity 
is implied between them: she is trapped in a marriage which offers 
her little room to spread her wings. However both she and the canary 
have adapted to their condition. The canary can even be tempted to 
sing for her at times. Neither of them beats against the bars. When 
Vanessa asks her Grandmother if the canary is unhappy, 'she shook her 
head and said no, it had been there always and would not know what to 
do with itself outside.' (p.6) If we accept that parallel which is 
revealed later, we recognise that she, like Stacey, has learned to 
accommodate herself to what cannot be altered. The very title, A Bjrd 
in the House~signals entrapment. 
One of the other stories is called 'The Mask of the Bear.' 
Grandfather Connor is the wearer of this mask, as Vanessa comes to 
understand years after she has left Manawaka and the Brick House • 
••• I saw one day in a museum the Bear Mask of the Haida Indians. 
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It was a weird maska The features were ugly yet powerfula The 
mouth.was turned down in an expression of sullen ragea The eyes 
were empty socketsp revealing nothinga Yet as I looked they 
seemed to draw my own eyes towards themp until I imagined I could 
see somewhere within that darkness a look which I knewp a lurking 
bewildermenta I remembered then that in the days before it became 
a museum piecep the mask had concealed a mana Cpa87) 
Margaret Atwood sees this as suggesting 0 a shell concealing a life to 
h . t f . . 0 14Th l . . f h k t e po1n o ext1nct1ona e exp 1c1t use o t e mas as a symbol 
of public image covering private face spells out a theory which is 
implicit in the other novelsa Rachel Cameron actually refers to the 
outward impression she makes as a facadea Masks were once associated 
with the commedia dell 0 artep a form of drama where the audience could 
identify the role the character was playing by the mask he worea 
Margaret Laurence 0 s four Manawaka novels are concerned with the 
masks of womenaaa and the bewildered real selves who peer through 
them at the worlda In every case there is a concealed selfp 
sustained by a flow of memory and inner monologue; there is a 
mask that is kept perpetually in place when one moves in the 
world; and the world is a place where beings confront each other 
and occasionally drop their masks and come together in freedom 
and love a 15 
Many of the members of Vanessa 0 s family played out roles which were 
forced upon them by circumstancea Gradually she learns to look beyond 
the maska There are other sides to the people around her - secret 
longingsp unfulfilled dreams about which she had not the least 
suspiciona How could she have imaginedp for examplep that her father 
longed to be an explorerp or at least to escape from Manawaka to roam 
the world? 
One of the external circumstances which made the fulfilling of 
dreams difficult in the years depicted in this book was the Great 
·oepressionp whose influence was compounded by the drought which 
affected the province year after yeara They are like two malevolent 
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spirits insidiously perverting life for everyonee Many of the 
Laurence characters throughout the series have their hopes blighted 
and their chance for self-realisation ruined by lack of money and 
opportunitye Aunt Edna is trapped under her father 1s roofe Vanessa's 
cousinp Chri~p is destroyed by the lack of choices and the need to 
learn °to be a little tougherp and not let onp eh? It 1s necessarye 1 
(pe148) It is only in retrospect that she appreciates the Limitations 
which they placed on those older than herselfe 1All his Life choices 
had grown narrower and narrowere° Cpe152) The ultimate release from 
Chris 0 box is into insanitye The young Vanessa escapes into a kind of 
freedom by going away to college; the older Vanessa acknowledges that 
she only partly succeeded in getting away: she has inevitably taken 
some of her bonds with here Margaret Laurencep Vanessa 0 s alter egop 
confesses that the writing down of the stories was a necessary part 
of the journey towards spiritual equipoisee 
In each of the four books dealt with up to this pointp only a 
part of the trip has been describede In the fifth and Lastp ~ 
Qivinersp the book and the journey are synonymous? for here we are 
following the fortunes of Morag Gunnp as she stumbles along the road 
to freedome It is a kind of female Pilgrim 0 s Progresse Clara Thomas 
describes it as a journey 0 towards the complementary and intertwining 
of knowledge of self and knowledge of Gode 116 This seems a much more 
appropriate metaphor than that of an Odys$eyp as suggested by We 
Swayzep 17 since biblical imagery is much more Likely to be used by 
Margaret Laurence than classical symbolismp because of her 
Presbyterian background in Canadae Moreoverp any study of her use of 
symbols will reveal a marked Leaning towards Old Testament storyp and 
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she admits to a strong attraction to the Pentateuch with its record 
of the wanderings of the Jewish people in search of the Promised 
Lando She sees life as a journeyp and her characters are often on the 
move in search of greater self-realisationo The train journey away 
from the present toward an unknown but hopeful future appears 
frequently in her novelsp the train being a potent symbol of escape 
in the Canadian consciousness in the periods represented in her 
novelso Hagarp Staceyp Moragp and later Pique all enter a new phase 
of their lives by traino Of course she herself did a great deal of 
travelling before finding a resting place on the Otonabee River in 
Ontariop and later at Lakefieldo Once this has happened the symbol of 
life as a journey is supplanted by that of life as a silently flowing 
stream bearing us from the past imperceptibly toward the futurep but 
also pointing us back to what was - which has had such an influence 
on what was to beo 0Part of where you are is where you 0 ve beeno 018 
Morag herself refers to her search as a pilgrimagep and as she 
seeks self-knowledge she does a tremendous amount of physical 
journeyingp more than any of the other women in the previous novelso 
But thenp she achieves more integration than they doo In Tfig Djvinec~ 
we share with Morag the process by which she sifts through the 
baggage of the pastp discarding what is irrelevant and choosing what 
she regards as 0 wanted on voyage 0 o Howeverp we also sense the 
author 0 s recognition that she has already arrived at the destination 
toward which Morag is headedo Morag or Margaretp Margaret or Moragp 
which one is the traveller? Surely they both area As Morag arrives at 
the freedom she seeksp limited though it may bep Margaret is sayingp 
this is where she is at the momenta Then the two become oneo 
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Morag Gunn is depicted as the prisoner of all the limiting 
factors the other four encounter~ her o~n personp the repression and 
hypocrisy of Manawakap marriagep family responsibilitiesp sex 
role-stereotypingp financial stringenciesp t~entieth century 
pressures. She alone is shown as surmounting them all in order to 
achieve adequate self~realisation and thereby enjoy a degree of 
contentment. The novel projects its Memorybank Movies Like a 
television serial in ~hich the struggle unfolds episode by episode. 
In this ~ay ~e are able to seep firstp ~here Morag isp and then ho~ 
she got there step by painful step. She findsp like Christian in 
Pjlgrimvs Progressp that the ~ay is fraught ~ith difficulties. As has 
been mentioned beforep the author makes use of Moragvs physical 
wanderings to symbolise her spiritual journey to~ards freedom. Each 
advance made to~ards greater independence is paralleled by a 
physical move outward and on~ard to a new place. When Morag boards 
the train to leave Manawakap as she thinks foreverp she begins almost 
thirty years during which time she moves to Winnipegp to Torontop to 
Vancouverp to Londonp to McConnellvs Landing. Each geographical 
Location except the Last provides her ~ith a temporary resting place 
~here she can gro~ a little ~iser and see a bit more clearly as she 
advances to~ards self-discovery. Ironicallyp her t~o return visits to 
Mana~akap the place she most ~anted to Leavep each provide a moment 
of insight ~hich is crucial to her struggle toward greater 
integration on returning to the outside world once more. As a result 
of her return for Prinvs funeralp and then much Laterp for 
Christievsp she is granted the understanding to make radical changes 
in her Life. After the firstp she sets out on the search; after the 
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second, she finds it possible to stop and consolidatea When,in her 
middle years, ~he ceases her wanderings and settles in her own place 
at last, her daughter, now at the age when Morag began her journey, 
takes the train again, seeking to discover who she is amongst her 
father 1 s people at Galloping Mountaina In this way the author· points 
out that we all have the journey to make; undertaken in youth, if we 
are lucky, it is completed in the middle yearsa 
Manawaka, as depicted so precisely in The pjvjners, and in 
somewhat less detail in the other novels, is a place to leave, if you 
cana Yet, Margaret Laurence leaves us in no doubt as to the formative 
nature of the years her women have spent therea Its attitudes become 
an integral part of the character of each, and act as an inhibiting 
influence on each one as she tries to reach personal fulfilmenta A 
town peopled by Jason Curries, Timothy Connors, and their descendants 
must inevitably leave its mark on the ~hildren born and growing up 
therea The town°s attitudes are seen as an influence for ill unless 
one has the courage to assess them and put them to their proper use, 
turning vices into virtues once againa As a young girl growing up in 
Manawaka Morag had to accede to the standards set by the town 1 s 
worthy citizens because that was the only way she knew to belonga 
Thereafter, thanks to her strength of character and her intelligence 
she is gradually able to make a re-assessment of them and to 
recognise the falseness and hypocrisy which they camouflageda The 
self~appointed seer, Christie Logan, had told her that Manawaka 1 s 
respected citizens wore 
variance with realitya 
masks, and played roles which were at 
All 
judged others and which they 
too often the rigid code by which they 
imposed on themselves stifled their 
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natural inclinations with disastrousp if secretp consequencesc 
Christiep by choosing to be the nuisance collector and by marrying 
Prinp had set himself apart from these people and his isolation 
became Morag 0 sc As a young person who desperately Longed to be 
acceptedp tQ escape from what Stacey calls 0 the town°s invisible 
stabbing 0 (The fire-Dwellersp pa264) she found it hard to believe his 
opinion of their valuea To her the done thingp as Laid down by 
Manawakan society (and with it a particular stratum of Canadian 
society as a whole) was the key to respectabilityc This belief Led 
her into marriage and a way of Life which she found increasingly 
difficult to endurea She saw herself playing a partp behaving as was 
expected of the wife of a university professorp while suppressing an 
important side of her naturea The carefully dressedp well-groomed 
young woman was merely a cardboard cutout resembling the real Morag 
who had been reduced to leading a life which was sterile in every 
wayc Even her literary creativity was diminished by the attitude of 
her husbandp who had symbolised for her everything she had believed 
desirable in society and with whom she would presumably be able to 
deny that her Manawaka past had ever happenedc She had supposed that 
the way to be free was to be like everyone elsea Howeverp she 
discovers that this is not enough for hera She must be free to be 
herselfp so she rejects the role of wife and respectable middle class 
ladya Then she is required to assume other roles which turn out to be 
just as Limiting to personal freedom as those she has rejecteda 
Recklessly deciding to be a parentp she finds that new 
responsibilities carry new constraintsc Being a writer makes demands 
which are at odds with those of being a mother; being a woman alone 
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has many drawbacks. Loneliness creates its own tensions which can 
lead to destructive relationships. Morag Gunn, who, like Piper Gunn, 
has 'the faith of the saints, and the heart of a child, and the gall 
of a thousand, and the strength of conviction' <The Djyjoers, p.85) 
fears and fears, and survives, discovering her own strengths and 
weaknesses along the way. The last chapter of The Diviners is filled 
with references to Morag's arrival at a state of self-knowledge, 
acceptance and peace, symbolised by the season of autumn with its 
suggestion of ripeness and mellowness, a maturity which is also the 
precursor of death. Decisions have been taken, choices have been 
made, mistakes have been recognised and Life has gone on, until 
gradually she has reached some degree of individuation bringing with 
it that kind of grace which gives freedom of the spirit. When she 
sees Jules for the last time she reflects that 'Perhaps he, too, had 
found that although you needed to do battle, you didn't need to, 
every minute.' (p.444) When she realises how impossible it is to 
explain things to Pique, she can say, 'Accept it and let it go' 
(p.438) and as she and Pique part, to her daughter's worried query, 
"'You'll be okay?" she replies, "Of course, I am okay" and in a 
profound sense this was true.' (p.450) Morag is 'okay' because she 
had learned to be free and to survive. 
In Morag Margaret Laurence portrays someone who is finally able 
to face up to and ultimately to overcome many of the factors which 
Limit personal freedom. These factors act as sub-themes which are 
crucial to the main theme of fulfilment. They appear to a greater or 
lesser degree in each of the books. Two of the Limiting factors 
appear to be marriage and the family. 
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There are few happy marriages in the Laurence novelsa ALL too 
often the unions described seem designedp not for the mutual support 
and comfort of the partnersp but for the restriction or confinement 
of one or botha Husbands and wives seem to Live adjoining Livesp 
going along parallel Lines but rarely meetingo The two become parent 
and childp teacher and pupilp master and slavep finally warder and 
prisonera Unconsciously marriage is used as an escape routea The 
participants seek a way of changing present circumstancesp or filling 
a personal needp or two people simply marry because that is what 
people doa In the sixties few had Morag 0 s strength of characterp 
willing to become unmarried motherp divorceep single parentp with all 
the social implications surrounding any one of these unrespectable 
categoriesa Hagar 0 s marriage to Bram Shipley is an act of defiance 
aimed at her fatherp and during the twentyofour years they spend 
together she manages to destroy both Bram 0 s self-respect and his 
natural gaietya As Hagar saysp we 0 d each married for those 
qualities we Later found we wouldn°t bearaaa 0 (The Stone Aoqelp Pa79) 
and because of her greater strength hers was the more destructive 
influencea She does admit however that 0 aaa when a man and woman Live 
in a housep sleep in a bedp have meals and childrenp you can't always 
part them by willing it SOa 0 (pa167) Because Mr. and Mrs Cameron 
were unable to fill one another 0 s needsp he took to the Life of the 
solitary drinker; she withdrew into Ladylike hypochondriac They were 
cut off from each other by more than the ceiling/floor which 
separated the Living quarters from the undertaker 0 s offices belowa· 
Grandmother Connor found herself married to a man who couldn°t accept 
lovea He in turn was bewildered by marriage to an angela Jake FoglerP 
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like Brooke Skeltonp wants his wife to himselfp without children as 
rivals for her affection. Tess Fogler longs to be accepted as an 
intelligent being instead of a beautiful object to be admired. In 
symbolising the Fogler marriage the author uses the chilling example 
of one goldfish devouring its fellows. Tess opts for attempted 
suicide and mental breakdown as her escape route. Morag chooses a 
less desperate remedy for an unsatisfactory life. 
Once the decision is madep Morag frees herself from Brooke as 
abruptly as if she were divesting herself of an old coat. It is 
significant that only in The Diyiners does Margaret Laurence offer 
divorce as the solution to an unsatisfactory marriage among 
respectable people. When Julie Kazlik divorces Buckle this is seen as 
acceptablep partly because of his perversionp partly because they are 
not quite respectable anyway. After allp Julie is a Bohunk. In some 
way this probably reflects the general attitude held by the society 
in which the Laurence women live. The progressive change of stance 
outlined in the novels can be said to reflect opinion modified in her 
own experience. Neither the Shipleys nor the Camerons would have so 
much as contemplated divorcep though Hagar does go away and Niall 
Cameron joins the dead rather than consort with the living. Stacey at 
no time gets as far as thinking of divorce as the answer to her 
dilemma. She and Mac finally take a Large enough step toward mutual 
understanding to enable them to remain together. There is never any 
suggestion that Stacey will actually Leavep in spite of her 
dissatisfaction with things as they are. After allp Luke did ask her 
to go away with him. Ratherp as Jung sees itp 
Some higher or wider interest arose on the person°s horizonp and 
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through this ~idening of his vie~p the insoluble problem lost its 
urgencyo It ~as not solved logically in its o~n termsooo It ~as 
not repressed and made unconsciousp but merel19 appeared in a different Light and so became different itselfo 
Stacey 0 s reassessment of her options falls into this categoryo 
Ho~everp ·for Moragp the price she ~ould have to pay by staying 
~ith Brooke is too highp so she cuts her losses and moves on in her 
search for a ~ay of Life ~hich ~ill allo~ her to develop her talents 
and discover her true identityp goals she sees as unachievable ~ithin 
her marriageo Margaret Laurence takes great pains to make sure that 
the reader is a~are that the cost of this freedom is very higho For 
years Morag experiences the terrible Loneliness of the solitary 
~omano At times she 0 feels the aloneness to be unbearableooo If only 
there ~ere someone to talk it over ~itho Someone to share the paino 9 
(The Divinersp Po364)o 
In the same context Morag refers to 0 the terrible vulnerability 
of parentsp thoughp your Life bound up so centrally ~ith this other 
oneo 0 (po365) Sop family relationships can place Limits on personal 
freedomp tooo Margaret At~ood describes the family as sho~n in 
Canadian fiction in very bleak termso 
If in England the family is a mansion you live inp and if in 
America it 0 s a skin you shedp then in Canada it 0 s a trap in ~hich 
you 0 re caughto The Canadian protagonist often feels just as 
trapped inside his family as his American counterpart; he 2oels 
the need for escapep but someho~ he is unable to break a~ayo 
This is certainly true of the Laurence heroinesp and their creator 
depicts the family as being as much a battleground as a haveno 
Vanessa Macleod is loved and protected by her mother and her Aunt 
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Edna but she leaves Manawaka with a deep hatred of her tyrannical 
grandfatherp Timothy Connora Hagar's blindness extends past her 
husband to her two sonsp who are judged by a set of irrelevant 
standards which eventually destroy Johna Marvin survives because he 
escapeso Stacey longs to be free from. family responsibilities yet 
when she does get away she cannot rest until she is home againa On a 
rare visit to Manawaka she saysp 
I know they're quite okayp and safep but I don't feel sure unless 
I'm therep and even then I never feel sure- I don't think I can 
explain it's just something you feel about your own kidsp and 
you can't help ita (Awjest qf Gqdp pa22) 
At thirty-four years of age Rachel is treated Like a child by her 
mothera She is in danger of suffocationa She in turn feels a terrible 
sense of responsibility to her ailing parentp who uses every 
guilt-making ploy to keep her daughter tied to hera Out of duty the 
daughter has undertaken to look after the mother; in so doing she has 
become trapped in a situation where subtle chains keep her 
duty-bounda Mac MacAindra instinctively feels that he has been a 
disappointment to his fatherp Matthewp who in his turn feels he has 
expected too much of his sonp yet neither tells the other soa Thus we 
are shown people held together by blood ties who do not understand 
one another in the smallest degree; sometimes they do not appear to 
even Like one anothera Hagar despised her two brothers for being weak 
while she was so stronga Such ties can place heavy burdens upon 
children vis=~vis their parentsa Loyaltyp pityp a sense of duty or 
guiltp all may keep them together in a joyless relationshipa Ewen 
MacLeodp Vanessa's fatherp panders to his mother's delusions of 
grandeur partly out of pityp partly from a sense of guilt for what he 
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considers has been his part in the death of the favourite son, his 
younger brother Roderick. Nick Kazlik's Ukrainian parents wish him to 
step into his dead brother Steve's shoes and take over the family 
farm. His inability and unwillingness to fill a dead man's place cost 
both him and his parents much pain. 
Within the family, the mother-daughter relationship is 
particularly carefully defined by Margaret Laurence. Somehow, it is 
suggested, a woman must be daughter first before she can be a mother. 
Before the girl-child knows anything of the expectations of 
family and society, she knows she is a daughter of a mother. This 
relationship provides Laurence with a clear analogue to the 
on-going nature of the self- namely, the daughter who in turn 
becomes mother; as mother she still retains within herself her 
daughterhood and with it a strong sense of the past, while at the 
same time she sees the future in her daughter.21 
In each of the novels except The Stone Angel the ties which bind the 
female generations are explored. Hagar is deprived, by her mother's 
death in childbirth, of an experience which might have made her a 
better parent. She so deplores what she regards as Mrs Currie's 
weakness that she rejects that part of her which is her mother. When 
asked to play the maternal role for brother Dan as he Lies dying, she 
is quite unable to do so. On the other hand, Morag, though deprived 
of her real mother, did have a surrogate in Prin who at Least gives 
her Love and to whom she can given mothering in return at times. The 
three most fully realised mother-daughter pairs are Mrs. Cameron and 
Rachel, Stacey and Katie, and Morag and Pique. In each of these 
relationships there is an ambivalence which is natural and 
inevitable. Rachel Cameron Longs to be a mother, yet her relationship 
with her own mother is unsatisfactory because she cannot bring 
herself to assert her strength over Mrs Cameron's weakness. Once she 
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can do this and say 'I am the mother now.', she is able to take 
control of her Life and move forward. 
inter-dependence is tinged with fear and resentment, 
The parent-child 
for the young 
ones are a daily reminder of the mortality of the older generation. 
One will give way to another and a realisation of this fact of Life 
is difficult to accept. Stacey finds herself resenting her daughter's 
youth and beauty. Still, she sees her fault and the inevitability of 
change. She says of Katie, 'One day she will have to take over as the 
mother.' (The Fire-Dweller~, p.273). When Morag surprises in herself 
jealousy at her daughter's sexuality, she is able to talk it out with 
her. But she is aware that Pique is the one who will one day stand in 
her place. 'Pique, harbinger of my death, continuer of Life,' CT~ 
Djyjners, p.290) she tells herself. Because she is a more integrated 
personality than the other Laurence women she is able to say this 
with equanimity. The interchange between parent and child as depicted 
in the Later novels, The Fire-Dwellers and The Djyjners. is a much 
freer one, embodying mutual respect and a more determined attempt at 
understanding on the part of the adults than that in the previous 
books. Stacey and Morag encourage the greater freedom of expression 
between the generations which has evolved since Grandfather Connor's 
time. The Lines of communication are more open. 
Margaret Laurence sees the inability of the individual to 
actually speak to another on anything but a superficial Level as one 
of the prime causes of unsatisfactory relationships. Whether 
inhibited by pride, shame, fear or simply from a false sense of 
propriety, husbands, wives, parents, children, do not talk to one 
another about those things closest to their hearts. They cannot, or 
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dare not, say how they really feel. Sometimes what is said is not 
what is meant, but since people do not Listen with their hearts they 
do not receive the real message. Rachel hears all sorts of hidden 
meanings in the words of others once her own ears, previously closed 
by her inward -looking, are opened by her awakening through suffering. 
These are 'the gaps in understanding.'(The Diviners, p.447) Bram 
never discovers how great was Hagar's physical need of him because 
she never deigns to tell him. Stacey is astonished to learn of Mac's 
sense of failure, of the crippling feeling of responsibility which 
forces him to take up jobs he hates and even causes him to resent the 
birth of his younger son, Duncan, whom he sees as yet another burden. 
Telling always results in a deepening of understanding and a drawing 
closer together, if only for a while. All too often only in times of 
crisis does this self-revelation leading to mutual recognition seem 
possible. Even then the shutters are soon put up again. It is given 
to people like Morag to find a way, through their books, to say the 
things most of us dare not. One of the writer's functions is to say 
what ordinary people feel but cannot put into words. Mrs Laurence 
senses that 
human beings ought to be able, ought to be 
communicate and touch each other far more than they do, 
human loneliness and isolation, which obviously 




Her high regard for the writing of Chinua Achebe, the Nigerian 
dramatist and novelist stems from the affinity she feels with him 
because he places so much emphasis on the importance of 
inter-communication. With Achebe she feels 'that we must attempt to 
communicate, however imperfectly, if we are not to succumb to despair 
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or madnesso The words that are spoken.are rarely the words which are 
heard, but we must go on speakingov23 The sound of a human voice is 
comforting and reassuringo In the dense Nigerian rain forest, 
individual garden plots are separated by screens of thick vegetation, 
so the men shout to one another f~om time to time. to r~assure 
themselves of the other 1 s presence, an action she sees as a metaphor 
for man 1 s need to know that someone is listening to his voiceo 
An additional barrier to communication between individuals is 
their inability or unwillingness to touch one anothero Hagar cannot 
show her affection by so much as a hand placed on head or shoulder to 
tell son or husband how she feelsa Marvin is equally incapable of 
physically demonstrating his love for his mothero Hagar's 
untouchability is epitomised in the stone angelo Rachel is Locked 
within herself, unable to touch or say how she feels until she has 
her affair with Nicko Only in making love does she learn to touch and 
to feel physically, a touching which in turn seems to release her 
sufficiently to make it possible to reveal herself in wordso Still, 
although sex releases some of Rachel 1 s tensions and sets her free 
from some of her inhibitions, Nick and Rachel really remain 
strangerso Needs are filled, but the relationship demands too much of 
Nick and he retreatso Rachel wants more than he can give, so true 
reciprocity is not possibleo 
In the Manawaka novels sex is rarely described as a joyful 
experienceo It appears as a selfish preoccupation where the emphasis 
is more on taking than on givingo At its worst it is a mere 
satisfying of animal need, as Morag discovers in her encounter with 
Chas; at its best it is a reaffirmation of commitment, as when Stacey 
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and Mac 0 make Love after allp but gentlyp as though consoling one 
another for everything that neither of them can help or altera 1 (~ 
Fire-Dwellersp pa307) In between it can become what Stacey describes 
as making hatep not Love" Always there· seems to be guilt and 
frustration Lurking around the sexual experiencep which somehow ought 
not to be pleasurableo Morag alone of the four adult women has the 
fewest sexual hang-upsp because she has not been subjected to the 
same genteel upbringing as the othersp whose conditioning has been 
rather more Victoriano After a series of varied sexual unionsp in her 
relationship with Daniel McRaith she Learnsp at Lastp how to give and 
receive Lovep rather than merely to suck secret pleasure from 
anothero FinallyP with Jules she Learns that they can Lie down 
together in each other 1 s arms to give warmth and comfortp and not 
need to make Loveo Now Morag can give without needing to receivep 
except through the knowledge that the gift is neededo By implication 
this would appear to be the key to any relationshipo Opening oneself 
to anotherp touching and being touchedp giving and receivingp this is 
the ultimate and most difficult act of communicationp and it needs no 
wordso What is morep it appears to be easier for women than for meno 
This introduces the whole theme of man face to face with woman in 
societyo As Margaret Laurence sees itp the family is particularly 
confining for a womanp chiefly because this is regarded as her 
exclusive domaino This means that part of the female psyche can be 
stuntedp because the demands of being wife and mother exclude any 
expansion in other directionso This is Stacey 0 s dilemmap symbolised 
in her regular membership of night classes dealing with all manner of 
esoteric subjectsp as Long as they have no bearing on her daily 
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routine in the homeo Society still operates in terms of stereotypes 
which make specific demands on each sexp to the detriment of botho 
Morag forces herself into the societal mould when she marries Brooke, 
and in so doing denies a part of her nature which must find 
expression if she is to become a whol:e· persona Ibe Divinet!i is the 
most specifically feminist of the Laurence novelsp reflecting the 
author 0 s own move towards a more positive stand on this issueo 
Through the problems which Morag faces when she refuses to 
acknowledge the validity of society 0 s expectations for 8omenp we see 
the way in which such a refusal can cause suffering and unhappinesso 
As an unmarried mother she is subjected to scorn and ostracism, even 
from other womena Her status without a man is an ambiguous one which 
isolates her amongst other so-called oddities like Fan Brady, and 
leaves her prey to men who regard her as fair gameo 
Throughout the Manawaka novels there is a gradual development of. 
this theme- the role of the woman in society -which reaches across 
four generationsa When Hagar 0 s father was establishing himself as a 
founder of the townp the Biblical virtuous woman whose 0 price is far 
above rubies 0 24 was the model for the pioneer 8ife and mother: 
strongp capablep self-reliantp but subject always to her husband, and 
always at home beside himo Catharine Parr Traillp 8hom Morag 
addresses in mock-serious fashionp was such a pioneer wife in 
Canada 0 s frontier daysp and Morag draws an unfavourable comparison 
between herself and this paragona When the conversations between the 
nineteenth century pioneer and her t8entieth century spiritual 
descendant ceasep it signifies Morag 0 s acceptance that the standards 
set in those early days no longer applya 
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1°m going to ·stop_ feeling guilty that l 0 LL never be as 
hardworking or as knowledgeable or all-round terrific as you 
were""" and yet in my way l 0 ve worked damn hardp and I haven°t 
done all I would 0 ve Liked to dop but I haven°t folded up Like a 
fan eitheraaa 1°m about to quit worrying about being either an 
old or a new pioneer" (The Diviners Po 406) 
In a very real sensep howeverp Morag was a pioneer - in making her 
own way on her own terms as a woman alonea She Left Manawaka and its 
enclosed community to enter the wilderness of the modern world where 
she needed a great deal of her forebears 0 toughness in order to 
follow her chosen pathp one which was comparatively new then and not 
very well signposteda Of coursep in the eighties this seems rather 
Less outrageous than it would have been regarded in the fifties and 
sixties when Morag adopted her unconventional stancea Margaret 
Laurence takes some trouble to reveal herp not as the immoral scarlet 
woman she might have been regarded in conventional circlesp but as an 
ordinary human being seeking fulfilment through self rather than 
vicariously through husband and family" When she breaks the moral 
code it is because it will break her if she does nota 
The female characters in the earlier books appear ~s very much at 
the mercy of the prevailing attitude of society to womena They are 
caught in the gender trap" Hagar 0 s suggestion to her father that she 
become a teacher Like Morag MacCulloch is met with scornful refusala 
She feels that she is regarded as one more prized possessionp a 
thingp to be used by her father for his own endsa Vanessa Macleod 0 s 
mother reveals to her daughterp as the Latter prepares to go off to 
collegep that 0 1 got the highest marks in the province in my Last 
yeara I guess I never told youa Your grandfather didn°t believe in 
education for women thena 0 (A Bird in the Housea Pa203) This of 
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course reflected the attitude generally held at the timep that 
education would be wasted on a girlo After allp should not marriage 
be every woman°s ultimate goalp so what did she need education for? 
By the time we meet Rachel Cameronp teaching has become an 
acceptable career for a womanp but the social attitudes of Manawaka 
relegate her to spinsterhood because her educationp coupled with her 
hidebound upbringingp make it impossible for her to find a suitable 
husbando 25 She feels superior to the men available in that small 
prairie towno Any other kind of relationship would be unthinkableo 
Calla 0 s Lesbian inclination must never be revealed because Manawakans 
would not know how to cope with such an aberrationo Unmarried mothers 
are regarded as pariahsp especially if they opt to keep their babieso 
Single parent families Like Morag Gunn°s do not fit into the social 
framework at allo Puritanical concepts of the norm make it difficult 
to accommodate deviations Like thiso Stacey flees from the stifling 
atmosphere of Manawaka to take up one of the other socially 
acceptable careers for womenp that of secretaryo After allp a 
secretary serves a man: the traditional roleo But this is only a 
prelude to marriagep which is regarded as the ultimate goal of every 
womano She still follows the destiny which society has prescribed 
when she marries Macp her Agamemnon amongst meno In The Eire-Dwel~ 
Margaret Laurence is exploring the whole concept of woman as wife and 
mother as opposed to woman as person in her own righto In 1bg 
Pjviners the young Moragp at nineteenp resents the assumption that a 
woman°s only chance of acceptance is in marriagep yet she sees no 
other way than to do what is expectedo 
She also resents the attitude she discerns in the young men she 
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meets at universityo It is unwise for the clever young woman to allow 
her cleverness to showo Her function is to look good and make her man 
feel goode She must be especially careful not to appear to be smarter 
than he iso Although Morag knows this is unfairp she plays the game 
because she is too young and eager for acceptance to do otherwiseo In 
so doing she submerges a part of her which is important to her 
survivalo Because a woman°s ultimate aim must be marriagep her prime 
role becomes that of pleasing a mana An important part of this 
pleasing or attracting is looking goode All four of the grown-up 
protagonists in the novels to a greater or lesser degree see the need 
to be physically attractive and well~dressed as prerequisites to 
being femalea To be attractive to look at is to be womanlyo The 
author refers frequently to her women°s physical appearancep whichp 
it seemsp must always be judged against what the man would expectp or 
for its effectiveness in attracting a mana Each of them gives 
expression to her dissatisfaction with herself through her belief 
that she is physically unattractive and through her preoccupation 
with what she is wearingo In marriage the wife is depicted as an 
adjunct of her husbando At first Morag dresses to suit her status as 
Brooke 0 s wife and this dressing up is used to symbolise her 
subversion of her Self to her husband 0 s expectationso Laterp when 
Brooke and his new wife visit Morag in Vancouverp she notes 
especially how perfectly this young woman projects the image best 
suited for the wife of the famous man Brooke has becomea When Mac and 
Stacey go out togetherp she worries compulsively about what she looks 
like =will she let Mac down because her little black dress is too 
tight for her? In her preoccupation with her weight she also reflects 
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another of.many women's chief concernsc Men like slim womenp they are 
toldp so women must be slime The novels are full of illustrations of 
the way women unconsciously accept what society considers as proper 
appearancesc In a tantalising side remark Hagar castigates Bram 
because he would never buy her a· corset from the cataloguep thus 
becoming partly to blame for her present grossnessc Rachel tortures 
herself over whether she is dressed appropriately for her evenings 
out with Nickp worried about the impression he may get of her from 
her choice of frockc Calla 0 s lack of femininity is underlined by her 
complete lack of dress sense or apparent desire to look attractivec 
She is not valued for her good sense or her deep capacity for 
selfless lovep qualities which would make her a good wife and motherp 
if only one could see past the shapelessp unharmonious garments she 
affectsc It would appear that women never lose their preoccupation 
with their looksp because Hagar at ninety is still as vain as a 
peacockp with very definite views on how she should dressc When 
Murray Lees first appears she is immediately self-conscious about her 
outward appearancec 
He stares at me and then 1°m aware of myselfcc my cotton dress 
bedraggledp my face dark streakedp my hair slipped out of its 
neat bun and hanging down like strands of grey mending woolc I 
put a hand up to straighten my hairc (T.he Stone Angg!p pc220) 
It has been suggested that the Laurence novels are tinged with 
feminist propagandac She herself does not believe· that novelists 
ought to be propagandistsc However her books by implication do 
support the feminist viewc It is true to sayp thoughp that all she 
has done is to illuminate a situation which already existsp showing 
how current attitudes to women affect their livesc She describes 
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things as they are. 26 The revelation is progressive throughout the 
books, parall~l with t~e ~hanges of attitude which gradually take 
place in society in the three generations covered by the Manawaka 
series. The culmination comes in !be pjyiner~ .where the dilemmas of 
women wheth~r in Manawaka, Toronto, Vancouver, London or McConnell's 
Landing are all faced squarely and a stance is taken. In this regard 
this book can be seen as a more political novel than the others. 
Morag, being Morag, challenges the accepted pattern and succeeds 
where weaker vessels might fail, but even her success is only 
partial. The people at McConnell's Landing still regard her as an 
oddity and an outsider. The advance is as much typified in the fact 
that she doesn't care as in anything else. Her struggle to break away 
from the stereotype of the incredibly good, unfailingly capable and 
relentlessly hardworking paragon epitomised in her patron saint, 
Catherine Parr Traill, 'Oh lady of blessed memory,' (The Diviners, 
p.96) is a pattern for every woman in her quest for personal freedom. 
Margaret Laurence attributes the tendency to value thrift, 
industry and proper appearance above all else to the influence of 
Scottish Presbyterian or Calvinist beliefs which she sees as 
conducive to intolerance, hypocrisy and the stifling of the free 
spirit. She has very little good to say about the established church 
as she sees it at work in the community. '···the novels present a 
world in which some of the outward representations of Christianity 
are meaningless empty forms without . . ,27 I sp1r1t. ts representatives 
appear ineffectual, even insincere. Hagar accuses Mr. Troy of being 
the tool of her daughter-in-law, Doris, and fails to recognise his 
basic goodness because of his bland exterior. Rachel views the 
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picture of Christ in the stained glass window at her mother's church 
with amused condescension, suggesting that this insipid creature 
bears no resemblance to the Christ of the New Testament. She 
contends, as does G.B. Shaw in his introduction to Andrgc!es and the 
Lion, that if her mother and the r:est of the congregation were 
actually required to Live as Christ commanded them to do, they would 
be appalled. Rather they insist on interpreting the message in the 
'comfortable words' one would find in the Prayer.book. Stacey no 
Longer finds the church relevant to her Life, although she constantly 
addresses God in her inner monologue. Mac's minister father, Matthew, 
confesses to moments of grave doubt during his ministry in the 
established institution. Morag found the church in Manawaka was 
simply a middle class organisation for perpetuating the status quo. 
Its members were capable of snobbery and Lack of charity in their 
treatment of Prin, whose simple soul was gradually shrivelled up in. 
an atmosphere where she was treated either as reprehensible or 
invisible. The death of Vanessa's father makes her feel that the God 
she has been taught to worship is distant, indestructible, and 
totally indifferent to Man's suffering. In fact, this seems to be the 
general feeling held by each of the Manawaka women. Margaret Laurence 
is scathing in her treatment of the many pentecostal or revivalist 
movements which are a feature of North American society. In each 
novel there is some reference to one such group, where she describes 
they hysterical fervour and the ignorant acceptance of promises made 
by sincere but misguided gospel preachers. She sees these hothouse 
plants as filling a gap in people's lives which established religion 
has left empty, but the means is not necessary any more worthy. In A 
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Bird in the HOuse, Noreen~ the hired girl, 
belonged to the Tabernacle of the Risen and Reborn, and she had 
got up to testify no less then seven t1m~s in the past two years, 
she told us. My mother, who could not imagine anyone's 
voluntarily making a spectacle of themselves, was profoundly 
shocked by this revelation. 'Don't worry,' my father soothed her. 
'She's all right. She's just had a kind of dull life, that's 
all.' (A Bird in the Hayse, p.98) 
The Tabernacle fulfils the same function of providing some purpose, 
colour and human warmth in Calla Mackie's life. Murray F. Lees' 
description of his dealings with the Tabernacle, where at one time 
the service was 'better than Buck Rogers and Tom Mix rolled into 
one,' (The Stone Angel, p.226) both fascinates and repels Hagar with 
her no-nonsense Scottish background. Rayland's revelation of his past 
as a circuit rider, 'one of your real rip snortin' Bible punchers,' 
(The Diyiners, p.240) is presented as a disastrous episode from his 
past life which is best forgotten. 
Margaret Laurence's attitude to the missionary influence she 
observed in Africa is also one of disapproval. She regrets their 
pulling down of the old gods and deplores the schizoid condition she 
feels it bas created in contemporary Africans with their Western 
education. They find it difficult to reconcile their acquired 
religion and learning with the pull of the old ways. In her short 
story, 'The Merchant of Heaven', she describes the artist, Danso, as 
'a little boy, in the evangel's meeting place, listening to the same 
sermons while the old gods of his people still trampled through the 
night forests of his mind.' (The Tomorrow-Tamer, p.60) Neither Father 
Lemon nor Matthew's missionary father in 'The Drummer of All The 
World' understood or even liked Africans. They wished to impose their 
values on a civilisation which they found repellent. Matthew 
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concludes that 0 My father thought he was bringing Salvation to 
Africa. I do not any longer kno~ what salvation is. I only know that 
one man cannot find it for another manp and one land cannot bring it 
to another. v (The Tomorrow ~Tamer P p.18) 
It would be easy to concludep th~r~forep that Margar~t L~urence 
is atheisticp or at the very leastp agnosticp in her beliefs. Yet 
this would be doing her a grave injustice. 
If she shows the Christian church in a bad light it is because it 
weighs on her charactersp hinders their thrust toward lifep and 
blocks them from the fulfilment which comes from diving 
trustingly into time 0 s adventure.28 
Indeedp she is not anti- God at allp merely against Christiantity 0 s 
contemporary manifestation? as shown in the established churches such 
as the United Church of Canada with its Presbyterian/Methodist 
tradition. The early fervour which characterised those two churches 
in the nineteenth century has given way to the twentieth century 
emphasis on form. When Rachel suggests that 
If the Reverend Mac Elfish should suddenly lose his mind and 
speak of God with anguish or joyp or out of some need should pray 
with fierce humility as though God had to be therep Mother would 
be shocked to the core. Luckilyp it would never happen. (A ~ 
of God,9 p.41> 
she is giving voice to the idea that the church in Manawaka in the 
sixties speaks to the headp not the heart. The author writes from the 
standpoint of one who has been reared in a Christian backgroundp and 
her work reveals this in the frequent use of Biblical references and 
symbols. Most children of her generation would have a thorough 
grounding in the Bible which was at the centre of teachingp whether 
at homep at school or in church and Sunday School. Sandra Djwa refers 
to 
the cultural matrix of a small Canadian pra1r1e town ••• where 
the religious imagination was as much part of existence as the 
e 
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wind on the pra1r1e, codified as it was in the patriarchal 
prairie family a~d permeating the whole social structure of the 
community which radiated out from church and family.29 
Some critics make much of the classical parallels they find in her 
novels, but these are greatly out-weighed by her use of Biblical 
allusions as symbolic devices, or 'Biblical metaphors'. 30 This is 
not surprising in view of her background. Traditionally great 
emphasis was placed on the Old Testament with its God who was harsh 
and severe in his punishment of wrongdoing. No milksop travelling 
salesman type this, but a God of wrath and vengeance, of thunder and 
blinding light. This inclination towards the books of the Old 
Testament is evident throughout Margaret Laurence's writing. Her 
choice of Biblical names such as Hagar and Rachel to make a specific 
point about the women who bear these names is an obvious example of 
the use of her religious heritage. Moreover, she sees these women as 
presentday counterparts of their Old Testament namesakes, bearing in 
modern times the same sorrows - Hagar condemned to wander in the 
wilderness of pride, Rachel forever mourning her unborn children. 
Also she uses hymns and direct quotations from the Bible to make 
specific points. As Morag descends into the depths of depression 
after Christie's death, she thinks, 'Save me, 0 God, for the waters 
come into my soul.• 31 This quotation has already appeared in the are 
Fire-Dwellers where the Reverend M. MacAindra refers to it as one of 
his favourite texts, while at the same time revealing his own inner 
despair. Concepts given expression in 'Jerusalem the Golden' and 'All 
People that on Earth do Dwell' are used in The Divjoers and The Stone 
~ to help Morag and Hagar acquire important insights. 
The women in the novels all share with their creator this 
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religious legacy from their childhood. Although none of them, in the 
accepted sense, is a believer, not one is able to free herself from 
the 'old mythology, the obscure psychological remnants, the 
d •t• d t• l fl f c l . . h . •32 h con 1 1one emo 1ona re exes, o a a v1n1st er1tage. T ey may 
see the church as irrelevant in their lives, but they find it 
difficult to assert categorically thai there is no God. For instance, 
in spite of Stacey's declaration that she is an atheist, she is still 
influenced by the heritage of a Christian upbringing , for she often 
expresses herself in the cliches of religion, and in times of crisis 
she discusses her problems with God in a kind of praying. In fact, to 
a greater or Lesser degree, each of th~se women does this same thing 
in difficult times. The scornful way Hagar speaks to Him differs 
enormously from the way Rachel harangues Him, or Stacey mocks at 
herself for conversing with Someone in whom she does not believe, but 
they do it nonetheless. Margaret Laurence uses the conversations as a 
means of highlighting the nature of these women and also of 
emphasising their needs. They all share a common view of God as 
remote, vengeful, even malicious in the jokes he is prepared to play 
on humans. However, they all find it impossible to write him off 
completely, and each in the end achieves a modicum of spiritual grace 
or peace. 
A chronological study of the novels reveals that each protagonist 
moves one step further along a spiritual continuum Leading toward 
a truly gratifying form of religious assent. In The Djyiners this 
goal is finally realised.33 
This is a further example of the way in which Margaret Laurence 
develops each of her themes progressively through book after book to 
culminate in a kind of all-round acceptance, or state of grace, as 
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experienced by Moraga With herp the journey to~ards faith in the life 
forcep in Godp is at last complete; spiritual gro~th and integration 
are finally achieveda Din Moragus mythology the Christian God becomes 
b l f h h . h . . D 34 h s a sym o o t e searc 1ng uman sp1r1ta W ereas tacey mourns her 
disbeliefp Morag rejoices in its rea~akeningo The God of vengeance 
~hich Hagar defies has gradually become the New Testament God of 
mercy and loveR so much so that Morag is able to sayp simply and 
sincerelyp to Pique as she sets out on her o~n journey to 
self~discoveryP DGo ~ith GodaD (The Djvjnersp pa450) 
Step by stepp thenp each one moving a little further forwardp the 
Manawaka women advance to~ards a reawakening of faitho This can be 
seen to coincide ~ith Margaret Laurenceus o~n passage through 
agnosticism to a new kind of belief based on hopea In 1973 she said: 
I don°t have any feelingp personallyp of loyalty to the 
traditional Christian religionsp and I say religions advisedlya I 
think of myself as a kind of religious atheistp if you likep or 
religious agnosticp who kno~s? but I do not really believe that 
God is totally dead in our universep you seea I donut kno~ even 
what I mean by Godp but I donut thinkp personally? that ~e do 
live in a universe which is as empty as ~e might thinka35 
In 1980p God was seen as 0 the informing spirit of the universeu which 
is Dthe mystery at the core of lifea 0 36 In 1981P DGodp though very 
f l . d d . l h l" . . . 0 37 o ten proc a1me dea P 1s a so very muc a 1Vep 1n my op1n1ono 
Finallyp by August 1982p she ~as able to say 
I call myself an unorthodox Christiana I was brought up in the 
United Church of Canadap and still attenda A lot of questions of 
faith have concerned me throughout my adult lifea One thing I 
feel is terribly important~ the social gospelo It is not enough 
to simply sayp 0 my religion saves my souleD Xt is essential to go 
out in the worldp to procLaim and to ~ork against injusticeo38 
As she sees itp part of the process of rediscovering God involves a 
recognition of the IndividualDs place in the scheme of thingsp and an 
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acceptance of this position in relation to what has gone before and 
what is to come. Each of us must recognise that the place where we 
stand in the present is unique, yet mysteriously determined by what 
has gone before, which is beyond our influence. In The Diyiners the 
symbolic River of Now and Then reveals its truth to Mo~ag who, by 
allowing it to flow before her eyes as she relives her past, is 
enabled to recognise at Last how she has arrived at Now, and to 
accept that as Time flows on, someday she will be replaced by others. 
She comes to terms with her ancestors and will become an ancestor 
herself. Her past proclaims itself in her veins and already it flows 
in her daughter's. With God's grace she is fulfilling her function. 
Margaret Laurence regards the concept of being a part of history 
as very important for the individual. She considers that each of us 
needs a personal mythology based on the past. The dominant theme in 
The Djyjners concerns this basic human need to belong, to be part of 
a proud tradition. Christie creates in Piper Gunn and his handsome 
wife ancestors in which Morag can take pride. From these stories she 
is able to draw the strength to carry on in a world where others 
devalue her. The pride of her ancestors made it possible for them to 
conquer the wilderness of Western Canada. Her wilderness was Manawaka 
and Later the world, and she would do the same. Jules Tonnerre has a 
mythology also and it too helps him to survive in a hostile 
environment. What is more, the heroic deeds performed by the 
ancestors in Jules' and Morag's myths were made possible because 
those ancestors had a mythology too. On the other hand, Pique will 
have a different mythology which will include both Morag's and 
Jules'. Because Morag tried to divorce herself from her past, to deny 
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her ancestors, she suffered much heartache and disorientation. Only 
when she was able to feel at home with herself was she free to 
reassess her past and see its relevance to her and the present. 
Margaret Laurence saw the same process in Africa where Africans 
had been encouraged by Western influences to turn their backs on the 
old ways. They were no longer secure in relation to their past yet 
did not feel at home in the present environment. Her African writing 
is infused with the recognition of the confusion suffered by so many 
Africans. She feels that it is up to the new generation of African 
writers to re-establish a proper appreciation of the past as it has 
contributed to the present. However, it is not only former black 
colonials who suffer from a sense of disorientation. She sees modern 
man in general as cut off from his roots and forced to live in an 
alien environment. We cannot feel at home with ourselves if we do not 
feel we belong. Morag and Jules were dispossessed in the community 
where they grew up. Neither belonged. Modern man is dispossessed in a 
different way. In a society where mobility and change are implicit 
and where the past is denigrated in favour of immediacy, man 
experiences a sense of rootlessness, cut off from the natural world 
and from his heritage. People like the A-Okay Smiths are attempting 
to redress the balance by re-estalishing a harmony with nature. In a 
sense Morag achieves this harmony through her farm on the River of 
Now and Then. She has found a place with associations with the past, 
where she can observe the rhythm of the seasons through the birds, 
the plants and the River itself. As last she feels she belongs 
somewhere. 
The search for belonging has taken half a Lifetime. Thus Margaret 
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Laurence implies that it takes many years to understand the basic 
truths of life, and that learning comes from living. In The Djyjners, 
her last novel and a kind of swan-song, she has chronicled one voyage 
of discovery where the central character has had to struggle against 
all those factors which militate against personal freedo~,· namely the 
factors which provide the themes for the author's writing and which 
she presents over and over again as barriers against the one basic 
necessity of life, self-realisation. 
245 
Footnotes: Chapter 7 
1. Margaret Tanaszi, Feminine Consciousness in Contemporary 
Canadian Fiction. (Leeds, 1977), p.182. 
2. Don Cameron, Conyersations wjth Capadjap Novelists, 'The Black 
Celt Speaks of Freedom', (Toronto, 1973), p.98. 
3. Nancy Bailey, 'Margaret Laurence, Carl Jung and the Manawakan 
Women', Studies in Canadian Literature. Vol. 2, (1977), pp. 
306-321. 
In this essay Nancy Bailey makes a very convincing case for her 
claim that Margaret Laurence's treatment of personal development 
in her protagonists, especially Morag Gunn, is Jungian in its 
content. 'The parallels between the phases of Jung's theory and 
of Laurence's fiction reveal the novelist as spiritually akin to 
the psychologist; her work has the scope and articulation of a 
complete cultural myth which Lends itself appropriately to 
Jungian analysis - while at the same time pointing beyond Jung's 
ideas on female-male relations which were deeply conditioned by 
his own time.' (p.306) The implication is not that Margaret 
Laurence has any particular knowledge of Jung's theories or that 
she deliberately sets out to incorporate them in her work. The 
suggestion is that self-fulfilment (individuation), which is the 
underlying theme of all her fiction, is also central to Jung's 
view of mental health. The importance she gives to myth and 
ancestral past could also be said to parallel Jung's theory of 
the pull of the collective unconscious on the individual. There 
is no doubt that the claim can be easily justified. Such 
246 
assertions as are found in Jolande Jacobi's The Psychology of 
C.G. Junq, (7th edition, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1968) 
Lend credence to this suggestion that the Laurence books, even 
if unconsciously, have Jungian overtones. 'We must pay dearly 
for it (the development of t~e personality) and ~he price is 
isolation and Loneliness ••• Self-scrutiny and self-fulfilment 
are ••• the absolute prerequisites for the assumption ••• of the 
obligation to lend the best possible form ·and the greatest 
possible scope to the fulfilment of one's own individual 
life •••• '(p.106) Who more than Morag struggles toward this end? 
'The shadow (Jung's other side, dark brother) stands for the 
personal darkness personifying the contents of our psyche that 
have been rejected and repressed or less Lived in the course of 
our conscious existence.' (p.112) Morag simply refers to the 
Black Celt in her nature. 'Exclusive self-reliance makes for 
spiritual pride, sterile brooding and isolation within one's own 
ego.' (p.107) How better to describe Hagar's intransigence or 
Rachel's morbid self-examination? Jacobi quotes Jung's words, 
'The greatest and most important problems of Life are all 
fundamentally insoluble. They can never be solved, but only 
outgrown ••• This outgrowing ••• revealed itself on further 
experience to be the raising of the Level of consciousness. I 
(p .134) Stacey proves her mental health by her ability to accept 
insoluble problems and grow beyond them. Hagar's greatest 
problem is her inability to accept. I I never got used to a 
blessed thing.' (The Stone Angel, p.164) Morag's words to 
Rayland when be comments that the loss of the power to divine is 
247 
not a cause for mourning, 'I see that now.' (The Djyjners, 
p.452) refer to more than just that truth. They imply an 
acknowledgement and acceptance of things as they are. 
4. Margaret Laurence, 'Godman's Master', The Tomorrow- Tamer, 
. (Toronto, 1970), p.146. 
5. Margaret Laurence, 'Godman's Master', p.155. 
6. Marga ret Laurence, 'Godman's Master', p.155. 
7. Margaret Laurence, 'Godman's Master', p.159. 
8. Don Cameron, 'The Black Celt Speaks of Freedom', p.98. 
9. P. Easingwood, 'Margaret Laurence, Manawaka and the Edge of the 
Unknown,'World Literature Written in English, 22, (1983), pp. 
254-63. 
10. Margaret Laurence, Heart of a Stranger, (Toronto, 1980), title 
of introductory story, 'A Place to Stand On' from a poem, Roblin 
Mills, by Al Purdy. 
11. Margaret Tanaszi, p.194. 
12. Dylan Thomas, Do Not Go Gently into That Good Njqht, poem used 
as epigraph to the novel The Stone Angel. 
13. Margaret Laurence, 'Ten Years' Sentences; Canadian Literature, 
41, (1969), pp.1D-16. 
14. Margaret Atwood, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian 
Literature, (Toronto, 1972>, p.140. 
15. George Woodcock, 'The Human Elements: Margaret Laurence's 
Fiction', The Human Elements, Oberon Press, (1978), pp. 151-152. 
16. Clara Thomas 'Pilgrims' Progress: Margaret Laurence and Hagar 
Shipley', Journal of Canadian Studies, Vol. 17, (1982>, pp. 
110-116, p.111. 
248 
17a Wo S~ayzep 0 The Odyssey of Margaret Laurence 0 p The English 
Quarterlyp Vola 3p (1970)p PPo 7-17o 
18o Margaret Atwoodp $urviva1P pa12a 
19o Jolande Jacobip The Psvchologv of C9 G" Junqp (Londonp 1968)P 
Po134o 
20a Margaret Atwoodp Survivalp PPo 131~1320 
21a Nancy Baileyp 0 Margaret Laurencep Carl Jungp and the Manawaka 
Women°p pa307o 
22o Don Cameronp 0 The Black Celt Speaks of Freedom 0 p pa105 
23a Margaret Laurencep Long Drums and Cannons~ Njqerjan Novelists 
and Dramatistsn 1952-1966p (Londonp 1968)P pa125o 
24o Bqok of Proverbsp Chapa 31p verse 10o 
25o Judy Kearnsp 0 Rachel and Social Determinism~ A Feminist Reading 
of A Jest of God 0 p lgurna! of Canadian Fjktionp Volp 27p (1980)p 
PPo 1Q1-123o 
In her essayp Judy Kearns deals in detail ~ith the Mana~aka 
ground rules ~hich Rachelp as a ~omanp has to follo~o She 
rightly points out that Rachel 0 s problems arise as muchp perhaps 
morep from social expectations for ~omen as from personal 
inadequacy and suggests that many criticsp especially the male 
of the specieSp have ignored this facto 0 The primary fla~ in 
conventional reasoning about the novel are the assertion that 
Rachel 0 s problems are all her o~n fault and the disregard for 
Laurence 0 s subtle depiction of the coercive effect of social 
pressureo° Cpa104) The assumption is that a woman ~ill play the 
game required to get herself a mana She will behave and dress in 
~ays ~hich will attract the malea Rachel 0 s creator sho~s her 
249 
comparing her own self-consciousness with the confidence in 
their femaleness that she senses in the young girls living out 
their destinies in and around Manawakaa Her problem is that she 
has never learned to play this game as her sister Stacey dida 
Rachel 0 s account of life in·Manawaka and her recollection 
of the forces which have shaped her adolescence and young 
womanhood make clear the coercive effect of pressure from a 
society which upholds a masculine value-system~ and two of the 
factors indicating Rachel 0 s strength at the end of 8-j~t of God 
are her symbolic movement away from that society and her ability 
to disregard the stereotypic vision which is inappropriate for 
the individual personalitya 0 (pa106) 
26a Sheila Macleodp The Art of Starvation? (Londonp 1981)a The 
author discusses the pressures placed on young women to aim for 
the image presented as socially preferable by the mediap 
presumably as a reflection of what society thinksa She makes 
direct reference to the emphasis on slimming dietsp something 
Margaret Laurence uses in her portrayal of Stacey of 1hg 
Fjre-Dwelleraa One of Stacey 0 s preoccupations is with her weight 
and with dietinga This is used to demonstrate her sense of 
inferiority when faced with the model which society holds up for 
her to followp especially depicted in the young women who are 
employed in the Richalife promotionp almost Like vestal virgins 
or priestesses of Health and Beautya Margaret Atwood in Ihg 
fgible Woman touches on the connection between food and a sense 
of helplessness in the face of social pressures to conforma 
Sheila Macleod says: 0 the adolescent girl is being told that she 
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. 1 
Wordsmith At Work 
Early in The Diviners Morag refers to herself as a wordsmith. By 
her deliberate choice of this word to describe the writer's function 
she is evoking a sense of the hard work which goes into the craft of 
writing: the selecting and sifting, the shaping and reshaping of the 
material, the accepting or discarding of the finished product, 
indeed, the process undertaken by any craftsman working in any 
medium, be it gold or words. It is necessary, therefore, for us, in a 
study of Margaret Laurence's writin~ techniques, to acknowledge the 
seriousness with which she regards her vocation, and the no-nonsense 
approach she takes to her craft - to her work. This is not to say 
that she excludes inspiration or imagination in the process. In fact, 
she frequently refers to being taken over by the muse, of writing at 
her characters' behest, as though they controlled the pen. Since 
Morag Gunn is a writer, we would expect her to share her creator's 
ideas about this and indeed she refers to a 'half-Lunatic sense of 
possession, of being possessed by the thing' (The Djvjners p.259) and 
later comments: 
Odd feeling. Someone else dictating the words. Untrue, of course, 
but that was how it felt, the characters speaking. Where was the 
character, and who? Never mind. Not Morag's concern. Possession 
or self-hypnosis- it made no difference. (p.404) 
But after the white heat of creation, once the frenzy has gone, comes 
the painstaking process of re-writing. Since Margaret Laurence 
believes that no single word should be used unless it is necessary 
and relevant, this means ruthless pruning, re-evaluating, discarding, 
disciplining herself to use the precise number of words required to 
say precisely what she wants to say. In an interview with Graeme 
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Gibson she remarks that. 'It doesn't matter how long a novel is - you 
still can't afford to waste 2 words.' The result is a series of 
novels where plot, and narrative, are worked and re-worked until the 
former is meticulously organised and the vocabulary honed to an 
ascetic sharpness. A certain amount of this organisation actually 
takes place before the novel is even written, as the Laurence stories 
have an exceedingly long gestation period, and it may take some years 
of false starts before the final form emerges. Some critics complain 
that the turn of events is too tidily organised and that there are 
signs of manipulation; some point to what they regard as purple 
passages. Certain descriptive paragraphs in The Stone Angel are 
singled out as being untypical of a woman such as Hagar Shipley. But 
we should remember that Hagar is not an uneducated farm girl. Indeed, 
none of the Laurence women are unintelligent or untutored. She has 
been given an expensive education at an eastern academy where she was 
certainly exposed to the romantic poetry of England at least, for she 
quotes Keats's Meg Merrjljes when she finds herself living like a 
gypsy at Shadow Point. Her generation would without doubt be 
introduced to the nineteenth century English novelists, none of whom 
were noted for their spare prose. What is more, Hagar has an 
extremely sensuous nature in spite of her external coldness. This is 
expressed in her love of flowers, and in her fondness for clothing 
which is not only brightly coloured but also pleasing to touch. 
Margaret Laurence's reply to her critics was that 
••• even people who are relatively inarticulate, in their 
relationships with other people, are perfectly capable within 
themselves, of perceiving the world in more poetic terms 
(although I mistrust that expression) than their outer voices 
might indicate. 
She concluded by saying: 
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If one is writingp as we all partly must dop out of the 
subconsciousp then the voices of the characters must be trusted.3 
Howeverp although she allows her main characters to speak in 
their own voice - to use their own idiom - behind the character is 
the authorp consciously or unconsciously contributing nuances through 
the use of literary devices like alliterationp similep and metaphor. 
The characters may speak for themselvesp but they do come out of her 
mind and this mind is furnished with certain basic literary 
equipmenta It is hard to believe that her books would be better for 
the excision of every descriptive pa.ssage or use of symbol to guide 
the reader to the inner significance of idea and eventa 
To the criticism that there are signs of manipulationp her reply 
was that she was not a puppet-master; her characters dictated their 
own terms; she was in fact manipulated by thema 
I take onp for the time 1°m writingp the persona of the 
characterp and I am trying to make a kind of direct connection 
with this personp not to manipulate them but to listen to themp 
to try and feel my way into their skull in such a way that I 
respond in the writing the way they would respondp which of 
course is naturally both me and not me: this is where it gets so 
peculiarp because it 0 s aspects of myselfp and yet it's not 
totally mep it's them as wello They exist in their own right.4 
Becoming so completely involved in the life of a character as to 
lose oneself in it means that what happens will be determined by the 
creature itselfo But the author must exercise some kind of overall 
control of the structure and development of the work to avoid 
meaningless chaoso Margaret Laurence likes symmetry in her workp so 
although she claims that the main characters take over and have their 
own wayp this can only be partly true because of the evidence 
everywhere of a carefully worked shape for each of the novels. 
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Moreoverp there is ·always a subsequent re-working 'to weed out 
repetitionsp to tear out mercilessly any purple prose which may 
inadvertently have sprouted Like a kind of poisonous toadstool 
growtha' 5 Observation shows Literary intrusionsp or poetic passagesp 
appear Less and Less frequentlyp until in The Divin~ they are 
reserved almost exclusively for the river which exercises Morag's 
interest so fullya She has eliminated 1 the totally irrelevant and the 
fine oratorical writing which I have come to dislike more and more' 6 
and moved a Long way from the 'brilliant sensuality in set piece 
descriptions of great power and evocation'? found in the African 
short storiesa 
Whether we wish to deal with Margaret Laurence's themes or 
discuss her techniquesp it is necessary to treat the five Manawaka 
books as a unita Although they are bound together by their obvious 
common setting in Manawakap their unity goes deeper than thisp for 
they represent a progression both in the development of the dominant 
themes which occur in eachp and in the steady increase in technical 
virtuosity which is evidenta It is as though with each new novelp a 
new set of problems of form and voice must be meta Yet each advance 
is based on the consolidation of skills practised in the previous 
exerciseD One set of problems solvedp the question becomes: where to 
go from there? It is never a question of the simple repetition of 
what has worked beforea In each successive book Margaret Laurence 
asks more of her readerp just as she does of herselfa lbe StQne Angel 
and A Jest of Godp in their different waysp require the reader to 
peer out at the world through the eyes of the main characterp while 
simultaneously standing back to observe that character as she cannot 
see herselfa A Bird in the Hot~ asks its reader to take part in a 
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Literari experi~nce involving a series of Linked short stories 
written.by a forty-year old woman as if she were a twenty-year-old 
recalling her reactions as a child top and observations ofp a 
claustrophobic family situation. IQe Eire-Dwellers makes even greater 
demands because it is written on several different levelsp each 
visually differentiated on the pagep but ebbing and flowing 
constantly between actualityp inner monologue? fantasy and memory. 
The author says that by the time she came to this book she was very 
much aware of the impact made by television and other visual media on 
society. 0 My writing has always. tended to be very visual ••• 
influenced by both films and T.V. in the sort of visual techniques 
that we use.' 8 Thereforep in thisp her most structurally demanding 
novelp she attempted to imitate some of the audio-visual techniques 
of which she had become so awarep hence the varied typographyp 
punctuation devices and indenting which have a visual impactp backed 
up by a variety of idiom to reflect the different Levels of 
consciousness of Stacey MacAindra. Although in The Diviners there is 
a return to a more traditional formp at Least visually? the use of 
photographs as triggers for memoryp and the numerous Memorybank 
Movies indicate a continuing interest in modern visual media. When 
Patricia Morley refers to 0 Laurence 0 s interest in multimedia 
techniques (which) culminate in the record which accompanies lag 
Qiyinecso 9P she is simply pointing out how far Margaret Laurence is 
prepared to go in using modern developments in communication to 
complement her fiction. The record to which Mrs Morley refers 
contains the Jules/Piquette folk songs which appear in the novelp set 
to music. In the novel subtle demands are made; the reader must 
relate to an established woman writer whop while writing her final 
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novelp mentally replays the Memorybank Movies which tell her Life 
story and at the same time play back the story she is writing" In 
factp as readersp we share in a kind of story-telling devised by the 
author to best reflect the complexity of the process by which Morag 
Gunn comes to recognise what has been ~appening to her in the past 
forty-seven years surviving the Manawaka experience by 
re-evaluating it and accepting that part of it which is irrevocably a 
part of hero It is a culmination for both Morag and Margaret 
Laurence" But thenp which is which? 
With some acerbity Margaret Laurence has stated that she detests 
the word style ( 1 that odious wordp 1 she calls it) when used to 
describe attributes of her writingp and insists herself on the words 
form and voicep which are consistent with her choice of wordsmith for 
the writerp .suggesting as they do the shaping of the materialp and 
the choosing of the appropriate Languagep something she practises 
with conviction" Certainlyp her ear for the nuances of speech and the 
accuracy of her use of idiom ensure that her characters speak with 
the authentic voice of their age and timep capturing the turns of 
phrase of Canadians of four generationsp from that of Hagar to that 
of Katie MacAindra and Pique Gunna 10 This fidelity to the voices of 
her characters contributes to the truthfulness for which she is 
always striving in her booksp and differentiates each characterp by 
using a voice which is very much a part of her personality" 
Hagar 1 s turn of phrase is typical of her generationp of the 
grandparents whose rhythms of speech and idiom Margaret Laurence was 
able to recall with such ease in spite of the Lapse of years" 
Rachel 1 s voice differs in its quality from that of Stacey whose more 
openp more sardonic nature causes her to speak in a more brash and 
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slangy fashion than her prim schoolmistress sister. Vanessa's mother 
and her Aunt Edna share with the Cameron sisters these distinctive 
mannerisms, and it is never difficult to recognise which of the 
sisters is speaking. Edna 0 s mere use of the word "kiddo" labelled her 
. . . 
as belonging to a generation prior tci Stacey 0 s, whose language is the 
vernacular of the sixties. In The Diviners we have a real linguistic 
tour de force. Here we have many voices, spanning three generations 
and including several different racial backgrounds. Here too, as to a 
lesser degree we have in The Stone Anq~, language or mode of speech 
is used as a way of pigeonholing people, of identifying their place 
in the social scale. We become aware of Morag 0 s growing up as much 
from the alteration in the way she speaks as from any other 
indicator. In fact, Morag 0 s change in public utterances becomes an 
integral part of her changing pattern of life, as she seeks to know 
herself. As a child she speaks with the voice of Christie, but this 
rough and ready profanity is gradually modified to comply with the 
norm as, in her teens, she strives to be accepted by the townsfolk. 
Christie Logan too alters his mode of expression to coincide with his 
change of function in the novel. When he is telling the stories of 
Piper Gunn he somehow articulates in the rhythms and language of the 
Scottish bards, setting aside his everyday coarseness and assuming 
the role of seer. He has taken on the role expected of the local 
garbage collector and in his everyday conversation he acts out the 
part of the foul-mouthed not-too-bright oddity who chooses to do a 
job no one else can countenance. Morag dimly recognises this when she 
refers to his as 0 a clowny preacher 0 (p.39) while he tells her he is 
0
"0nly showing them what they thought they would be expecting to see, 
then, do you see?" 0 (p.38) He has become so immersed in the character 
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that it seems only red biddy can free him to take on the nobler tones 
of the bardp Ossiana When the author ~ishes us to understand ho~ 
completely Morag has become alienated from Brooke Skeltonp and ~ith 
everything that life ~ith him impliesp she sho~s her reverting to the 
coarseness of expression she had Learned from Christiea Once she has 
left Brooke and gone to Vancouver she never again speaks ~ith the 
carep the precision associated ~ith an educated personp but Lapses 
into a more colloquialp slipshod mode of speechp more in tune ~ith 
the ill~educated people ~ith ~hom she must make her lifeo This casual 
attitude to everyday speech remains ~ith her and typifies her 
rejection of the ~orld 0 s yardstickp in favour of ~hat she feels is 
appropriate in the circumstanceso Even a successful ~riter need not 
parade her articulacyo Of coursep her attempts at using the slang of 
Pique 0 s generation are met ~ith pitying scorna Like all parents she 
is hopelessly out-of-datea This is yet another instance of ho~ true 
to life her ~riting isa 
Each character 0 s mode of speech is as much a part of her as her 
hair colouringp so 0 ~hat the ~riter has done is to make language 
subject as ~ell as method in these booksa 011 Since each novelp 
~hether narrated in the first person or the thirdp is ~holly 
dominated by the central characterp this person°s voice gives the 
book its overall tonep as ~ell as delineating the protagonist 0 s 
naturea Margaret Laurence claims to feel 0 safer ~hen I can feel that 
12 the narrative voice I 0 m conveying is that of the main charactero 0 
She chose the first person narrative for The Stong Angglp ~ 
~P and ~ird in the House not because she preferred this modep but 
because she found that this 8as the only ~ay she could tell Hagar 0 s 
or Rachel 0 s or Vanessaos storya 13 Each demanded to be told that 8ayo 
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Even in The Eire-Dwellers a great deal of first person narrative is 
used because the internal monologue which Stacey constantly engages 
in forms a Large part of the book. This combined use of the third 
person antiphonally with the first is a clever device to suggest 
Stacey's actual state of mind. 14 The public Stacey who ·uses the third 
person is only the outer shell of the real person who is constantly 
commenting to the reader in her own voice about what is happening to 
her other self. 15 Although The Diviners is narrated in the third 
person, it is very much a solo performance where the reader is still 
asked to Look at things through Morag's eyes, because we are watching 
with her a playback of old movies of her Life. We are seeing what she 
sees, but also what she has chosen to Let us see. Morag is Looking at 
herself as a third person would, in order to assess the process of 
self-discovery. It is in this sense that the Language of all the 
novels is very much subject 16, as well as method. In 'Time and the 
Narrative Voice' Mrs. Laurence states that her 'narrative •••• is 
essentially that of the main character ••• oriented almost totally 
17 
towards an individual character.' 
Because the novels are either written in the first person, or 
heavily weighted in favour of the one central character, her readers 
have to work hard at them. For example, things cannot be taken at 
face value. Because they are Looking through the eyes of unhappy 
women, especially in The Stone Angel, A Jest of God and ~ 
Eire-Dwellers, they are invited to become intimately involved, yet 
must at the same time distance themselves from what is said to look 
for what is hidden behind the words. Hagar's vision is only partial, 
clouded as it is by her prejudices, so the reader must not trust her 
judgment. Rachel's vision of the way things are is equally 
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unreliablea She sees Life through a distorting mirror such as you 
find at the fair; the distortion is the result of her crippled 
emotional statea Stacey 0 s view is more reliablep but she stands too 
close to the mirror and sees everything ~t too close rangeo This 
gives the novels a certain introverted qualityo The reader is 
required to be so intimately linked to the protagonist that 
identification can be painfula Since it is not possible to remain 
aloofp reading the books is not a restful processo One experiences 
impatience with Hagar for her obduracyo We long to shout at herp "For 
goodness 0 sakep womanp can°t you SEE?" Rachel's near-hysterical 
mental flagellation makes us want to tell her to pull herself 
together and stop being so negativep whereas towards Stacey we feel a 
sense of amused tolerance coupled with the wish that she would count 
her blessingso Morag does enlist our sympathies more because we see 
more clearly what she is fighting and we admire her strengtho All 
this simply proves how involved the reader inevitably becomesp and 
one of the author's great achievements is her ability to make her 
readers accept these peoplep and continue to want to read about them 
in spite of the irritationp impatiencep frustration or disgust: 
whatever emotions the stories evokeo The reader never loses interest; 
never gives the characters up as a bad jobo Here lies the magic ~we 
continue to want to know what happens to quite unheroicp unattractive 
people who engage our emotions ~ we feel impatience and angerp but 
also pity and admirationo We surely do not always like themp but we 
come to love themp in the biblical sensep as our neighbourso We 
accept them for what they arep with the recognition that they are 
mortals caught up in a struggle to escape from a web of influences 
beyond their controlo They have become real human beingso This is 
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Margaret ~aurence's triumpha The books do have an overwhelmingly 
female ~ias, which, if one dare say it, means that women will 
inevitably get more from reading them, simply because they can go 
that extra step further in identifying with much of what the Manawaka 
women experienceo 
Because the novels lean so heavily inward to the central 
character, the minor characters are generally not so well conceived, 
though there are exceptionsa The more interesting of -these seem to be 
oddities like Fan Brady or Uncle Dan Connora The male characters on 
the whole are never fully realised, possibly for the very reason that 
they are depicted as they appear to the wome·no They are always 
slightly out of focuso Since we must look at the world through 
Hagar's eyes, we must see Bram, Marvin, John, Jason Currie as she 
sees them, although at the same time we know, when we stand back for 
a moment, that her vision is cloudeda When we meet Morag, the last of 
the Manawaka women, we are presented with a more perceptive person, 
so situations are less ambivalento We come to know Brooke Skelton 
better than we do Bram Shipley, but as he is a mere accessory to 
Morag 0 s fact, his demons are not our concerna Part of Margaret 
Laurence 0 s technique is to say to her readers, "Of course, this man 
is not like that, quite, but you must not be divertedo This is not 
his storyo" Therefore, although these characters are important to the 
story, they are required to remain on the peripheryo One type of male 
character which recurs in the novels is the confessor figure, the 
Jungian archetype, the shaman, to whom the central female character 
can turn and to whom she can reveal the dark secrets in the mind's 
caveso Murray Fo Lees, the rather ineffectual insurance salesman, 
accepts the father-confessor role and makes it possible for Hagar to 
face up to the part she 




in the death of her son and the 
talking to Hector Jonas, the 
undertaker, Rachel finally frees herself fr.om the misconceptions she 
had held about her father; Royland, that old-man-of-the-sea figure of 
1be Diviners, is helper, confessor and philosopher, whose seemingly 
magic power to divine water draws Morag and him together in mutual 
admiration. Luke Venturi performs a similar function for Stacey, 
though the shaman is now the handsome prince rescuing the mermaid in 
distress. It is through her encounter with him that she is able to 
recognise at least some of the things she does not want. This 
tendency to use men as symbols, or as expendable characters who only 
function because of the needs of the female protagonists, extends to 
the treatment of Morag's lovers; Brooke, Jules and Dan- each has a 
representative role to play. Even Jules who turns up spasmodically 
throughout the book does not develop into a full-blooded person in 
his own right. All three have been given the role of outsider, each 
representative of a group beyond the closed Presbyterian community in 
which Morag grew up. Brooke is one of the imperialists who turned 
Canada into a colonial nation, which is more or less what he tries to 
do to his wife. Jules personifies that group of rank outsiders, the 
M~tis, at the other end of the social scale, with whom Morag can 
identify, because she too is an outsider. Dan McRaith, as a Scot, 
reminds her of those Scottish ancestors who were dispossessed and 
came to Canada as exiles from their native lando There they displaced 
the Mtftis, as indeed Dan replace·s Jules in Morag's life, at least for 
a time. Dan too is an exile- fleeing to London from Crombruach to 
escape his wife and all-too-numerous children. 
Apart from the protagonists Margaret Laurence seems to enjoy 
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portraying what can best be described as grotesquesa In delineatiing 
them she shows an overblown exuberance such as is found in Dickens 1 
descriptions of his more colourful secondary charactersa Calla, 
Buckle 1 s mother, the Polyglam lady, or Fan Brady, they all culminate 
in the exotic Christie and his imp~obable wife, Prina Many of these 
exaggerated women are grossly fat, like Mrs Reilly in the hospital 
bed opposite Hagar 1 s - 1 lethargic as a giant slug 1 (The Stgne Angel, 
pa281)a Passing from the grotesque, we come to caricature as seen in 
Thor Thorlaksson, pseudonym for runny-nosed Vernon Winklera We feel 
that the author has experienced a certain wicked pleasure in 
presenting us with this god-like product of commercial packaginga 
Thor and the Richalife sales promotion which he masterminds are 
pure parodya This type of humour is found only in The Fire-Dwellers 
where the ~uthor has taken a critical look at modern consumerisma Is 
this an intrusion into the book in any way? One of the pressures to 
which Stacey is exposed is that of the selling industry, that facet 
of twentieth century society which batters away at women in 
particular, wooing them through newspapers, magazines, radio and 
television, as well as through the direct sell described in the booka 
Stacey feels she is being brainwashed and does her best to resist the 
blandishments thrust at hera With her quick tongue she pokes fun at 
them, and is ashamed of herself for accepting some of the false 
premises upon which selling is baseda The author backs her up by 
making the whole process look ridiculous, on the basis that one of 
the most effective ways of weakening the influence of something you 
dislike is to laugh at ita The Polygram Party, the hairdressing 
salon, the supermarket, Thor 1 s Richalife reception, and the sales 
promotion -they are all described in careful detail in mock serious 
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vein. Indeed they ·almost topple over into farce. This serio-comic 
tone is not found in any of the other books of the collection, except 
to some degree in The Djyjners. The treatment of the A-Okay Smiths 
hints of amused tolerance tinged with admiration, and the 
conversations with Catherine Parr Traill have humourous undertones. 
Humour is not a major feature of Margaret Laurence's books. What 
there is is not comic but ironic, what is termed black comedy. The 
characters incline towards self-deprecation, laughing wrylf at 
themselves, but find little to laugh about. This mocking tone, which 
in the case of Stacey or Aunt Edna finds expression in the wisecrack, 
is typically Canadian. In romantic pictures the clown is depicted 
with a tear on his cheek. The wisecrack we hear in the novels is used 
to cover up the pain and bewilderment behind the glib joke. For 
example, Vanessa becomes unexpectedly and uncomfortably aware of the 
pain behind the mask when she overhears her aunt's secret racking 
tears after Jimmy Lorimer's departure. 
In discussing the rather gloomy atmosphere which pervades her 
books, Margaret Laurence refers to her 'Presbyterian attitude to 
18 life. I don't think that any of my fiction is all that cheery.' 
All the novels are permeated with ironies, large and small, cruel 
jokes, apparently played by some malevolent fate, and jests of God. 19 
What sadistic joker arranged for a special train to run along the 
tracks to Manawaka just as John and Arlene are trying to cross the 
railway bridge over the Wachakwa River valley? Cruelest twist of 
all - it is a train bringing relief for the area from the very 
Depression which was having such a destructive effect on the two 
young people's lives. What malign force willed it that a respectable 
spinster of thirty-four should have to come to terms with being 
266 
unmarried .and pregnant, only to Learn ultimately that she is not 
carrying a child, but a benign tumour? The ultimate irony, in social 
terms, is the one which inhabits each novel; each of the Scots 
Presbyterian women gains release or redemption through someone from 
one of the other ethnic groups in Canada, generally regarded as 
inferior by their Scottish neighbours. One of Hagar's two acts of 
spontaneous Love is towards a young Chinese girl. Rachel's Nick comes 
from the Ukrainian community which her mother patronises. Stacey's 
brief encounter with Luke Venturi gives her a glimpse of Italian 
family Life. What would have happened to Morag if she had not met 
Jules Tonnerre, M~tis troubadour and archetypal outsider, just at the 
time when she was ready to Leave Brooke? In Jules she finds someone 
who accepts her as she is and never tries to change her, as indeed he 
never wishes. to change himself. Their invisible bonds are strong, but 
unconfining, and Last all his Lifetime. Finally, there is the irony 
of Life itself, where reality and fantasy often overlap so closely 
that it is difficult to distinguish one from the other, yet it is 
only through doing so that the characters can achieve their full 
potential, and survive in spite of the jests of God. 
Just as Margaret Laurence uses the term "jests of God" to 
symbolise Life's ironies, especially in the first two Manawaka 
novels, so her work is full of other symbols or metaphors employed as 
devices to ensure the reader's awareness of the hidden meanings 
implicit in her work. Indeed, the symbolism is so specific as to 
suggest that she does not trust her readers to understand these 
nuances unless they are patently obvious. She not only shows us, she 
tells us. Linda Hutcheon suggests, in an essay on the use of imagery 
in The Stone Angel and Margaret Atwood's The Edjble Woman, that the 
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Latter Leav~s more to_the reader's imagination because she is a poet, 
and 'A good poet has to trust her reader with images; she has no 
h . I 20 c o1ce. On the other hand Margaret Laurence takes no chances. 
Hagar Shipley tells us she is the stone angel. In fact, each of the 
. 
titles is in itself symbolic of that novel's significant theme. 
One specific and important symbol is that of the Large house, 
representing, as it does, the success of its owner as well as a 
substantial protection against the outside, the wilderness, so 
desired by the pioneers. In Manawaka people are judged by the houses 
they inhabit. Dick Harrison, in his study of Canadian prairie 
Literature, refers to the fact that 
the house becomes one of the most prominent symbols, representing 
man's first cultural and imaginative assertion, as well as his 
most immediate defence against his environment ••• The house ••• is 
often the embodiment of a Larger dream~21 
He points to 'the great brick houses of Margaret Laurence's Manawaka, 
for example, with their ponderous imported . . ,22 trad1t1ons. Mrs 
Laurence is merely reporting a typical Canadian phenomenon which had 
in fact been recorded by earlier Canadian novelists. 23 Of course, the 
Large house erected as a monument by the successful man is a 
universal symbol. The projection of that house as a fortress is 
rather more Canadian in origin. Faced with the miles of unmapped, 
untamed wilderness encountered in the new world, the pioneers' big 
houses and Little towns ringed them round in some semblance of safety 
against the fearful prospect of forbidding natural landscape. 
Margaret Laurence uses this idea of wilderness or wildness 
symbolically, too, especially in The Stone Angel, where the external 
wilderness is a symbol of the wildness of man's inner nature. The 
need to tame both destroys human beings. Hagar tells us that pride 
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was her ~ildernes~, ~nd the book is full of references to deserts, 
Pharaoh _and Egyptians, Indians with their greasy air outside the 
town, and wild flowers having to be beaten back at the cemetery's 
edge. Some of these have Biblical connotations, and indeed, this is 
another Laurencian Literary device -'the use of Biblical imagery to 
make a point. 
Two symbolic objects have a specific and unusual function. A 
- -
plaid pin which Hagar Shipley received _from her father as a Link with 
her family connections in Scotland, and which she hands on to her 
son, John, as her heir, turns up Later in the hands of Jules Tonnerre 
who had inherited it from his father Lazarus, to whom John Shipley 
traded it for what he called a jacknife. Also, there is a hunting 
knife Later traded by John Shipley for a packet of cigarettes from 
Christie Logan. Christie gives the knife to Morag. Thus the author 
Links her first Manawaka novel, The Stone AngeL, with her Last, The 
Djvjners, but she also Links together two Canadian historical facts, 
that of Scottish immigration to the West with the Metis, half-breeds 
or bois-br~L{s whom they eventually displaced. The two objects so 
carelessly traded by youngsters come to symbolise the whole history 
of two peoples, whose representatives, Morag and Jules, restore to 
them their historical importance. In a scene just prior to Jules's 
death, he and Morag return these two talismans, each to its proper 
owner. Jules receives back the knife his father had owned and Morag 
receives the brooch which came from the Land which had provided so 
many of the early settlers, including her own people. The two 
traditions will be united when Pique, who already shares the blood of 
two races, inherits these sym~ols too. 
The river as a metaphor for time, appearing in The Qivioers, is a 
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common enough device. Some of the other metaphors in the novels 
include caves as representations of the hidden places in man's mind, 
mirrors behind which are hidden images other than those reflected, 
birds such as gulls which typify the free-flying human spirit, the 
bird in the house frantically seeking freedom Like its human 
counterpart, or Loons, typical of the natural order which is 
threatened by the advance of civilisationa The sea becomes a kind of 
primordial womb into which one can be sucked, or a fathomless grave 
where one returns to the source from which Life has sprung. The 
Cameron Funeral Home is a sort of nether world, a purgatory, a 
repository for souls, to which Rachel dare not descend. The List is 
endless, and this device of symbolism is probably one of the most 
popular with our author. There is even the symbolic use of personal 
names, from the Biblical Hagar wandering in the wilderness or Rachel 
weeping for her children to Christie, the Christian martyr of 
Manawaka, or Morag, the Black Celt, the Morgan-Le-Fay whose skill was 
d . . . 24 1v1nat1on. 
The most 
Out of it 
important of all symbols is 
the novels grow and from it 
escape, at Least in spiritual terms. Many 
one Locale for a . f L 25 ser1es o nove s. 
the town of Manawaka itself. 
the characters never totally 
writers have chosen to use 
Not all of them make use of 
this specific Location in quite the same way, because Manawaka is not 
only a physical place, it represents also a state of mind. As such, 
each of the Laurence women has absorbed certain attitudes from which 
she can never be totally free. In physical terms Manawaka becomes, to 
the novels' readers, a specific and identifiable place with real 
streets and stores and resident families who move in and out of the 
Lives of the five women with varying impact. No one novel reveals all 
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there is to know about the town. Together, the five books tell us a 
great deal. This gradual revelation creates a need to read on, and 
provides unity to the series, making each a part of. the whole. 
Picking out and identifying minor characters, or relating them to 
their families, becomes an enjoyable: by-product of the maln task of 
the reader, to follow the Life of one woman as she takes steps 
towards self-discovery. What fun to note that Jimmy Lorimer, Aunt 
Edna's former manfriend in A Bjrd jn the HOuse,- originated from 
McConnell's Landing where Morag Gunn finally settles in The Djyjnecs! 
Manawaka becomes so specifically identifiable that we feel that, if 
we were to go to such a town today, we would.still be able to buy 
jelly doughnuts at Parsons' Bakery or meet Simon Pearl, Lawyer, 
coming out of his office. Margaret Laurence's efforts to cr~ate a 
real world have been so successful that readers tend to forget that 
it is not a specific place, but an amalgam of many similar small. 
towns which could be found in many parts of Canada. It is a prairie 
town because she grew up in such a place; small towns with the same 
aura could be found all across Canada. What she succeeds in doing is 
to Lend Manawaka actuality as well as typicality. 
Some critics have made a great deal of the fact that Manawaka is 
a Western Canadian town, and have tried to tie Mrs Laurence in with 
those Canadian authors who have written what they call prairie 
fiction. This is not strictly accurate. The details which appear in 
her description of Manawaka are taken from the Manitoba town of 
Neepawa where she actually Lived, it is true. But she uses these 
details because they were what she knew, not because they were 
specifically typical of Western Canada. On her own admission 'people 
26 
were more important than the physical presence of the place.' The 
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details are realistic enoughp but a reader who has gro~n up in any 
small Canadian to~n should have no difficulty in recognising features 
of his own town in Mana~akap even if he should come from Ontarioa 
After allp the cultural landscape is what interests the author mostp 
and that tends to be the same in any small settlement permeated by 
Scots Presbyterian or Calvinist or Methodist attitudeso 
In avoiding an emphasis on the Hestern=ness of the setting she 
differs from other authorsp with ~hom she has been compareda Sinclair 
Rossp whose A? For Me And My House she read ~ith a sense of 
revelationp portrays there the endless expanse of open country ~hich 
is the prairie as a hostile placep a cause of spiritual sterility in 
people ~ho are over~helmed by its size and its sameness and its 
inevitabilitya Brian Sean MacMurray 0°Connal of HaOa Mitchell 0 s Whg 
Has Seen The Wind? is very much a~are of the prairie ~hich surrounds 
the unnamed town ~here he gro~s upa While still a small boy he 
declaresp on one occasionp 0 "Prairie 0 s a~ful"aaa and in his mind 
there loomed vaguely fearful images of a still and brooding spiritp a 
quiescent po~er unsmiling from everlasting to everlasting to ~hich 
the coming and passing of the prairie 0 s creatures ~as but 
incidentalau 27 As part of his growing-up he learns to accept the 
prairie as a symbol of life itselfp a visible constant ~hich outlasts 
all of man°s puny efforts to tame itp and a place ~hich one day will 
reveal to him the secret of lifeo In her novels of pioneer days in 
t:le Nebraskan prairies the American novelistp Hilla Catherp to whom 
Margaret Laurence has been linked by Clara Thomasp 28 treats the 
prairie as a palpable force experienced by all those ~ho go to Live 
on ito At the beginning of 0 Pioneers her narrator says 
The great fact was the Land itselfp ~hich seemed to over~helm the 
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Little beginnings of human society that struggled in its sombre 
~asteso It ~as from facing this vast hardness that the boy's 
mouth had become so bitter; because he felt that men ~ere too 
~eak ~o make any mark herep that the Land ~anted to be Let alonep 
to preserve its o~n fierce strengthp its peculiar savage kind of 
beautyp its uninterrupted mournfulnessa29 
Margaret Laurence does not see the Western prairie as malevolentp or 
timelessp or resistant to man°s effort~ to tame it; it is simply the 
backdrop to the human drama ~hich happens to go on in a small 
Manitoba to~no 
This does not mean that her descriptions are not precise or that 
~e do not get a real sense of placep as evoked in 
I took my bike and ~ent beyond ~ana~aka riding aimlessly along 
the gravel high~aya It ~as Late summer and the ~heat had changed 
colourp but instead of being high and bronzed in the fieldsp it 
~as stunted and dessicated for there had been no rain again this 
yearo But in the bluff ~here I stopped and cra~Led under the 
barbed ~ire fence and Lay stretched out on the grassp the 
plentiful poplar Leaves ~ere turning to a Luminous yello~ and 
shone Like church ~indo~s in the suno I put my head do~n very 
close to the earth and looked at ~hat ~as going on therea 
Grasshoppers ~ith enormous eyes ticked and t~itched around mep as. 
though the dry air ~ere perfect for their purposeso A Ladybird 
Laboured mightily to climb a blade of grassp fell offp and 
started all over againp seeming to be una~are that she possessed 
~ings and could have flo~n UPo (A Bird in the Housep ppo58-59) 
This passage is realisticp not symbolicp except possibly for the 
ladybirdo It has no emotional undertoneso It has an interest apart 
from its descriptive naturep ho~evero References to Vanessa Leaving 
the town to play in the country round about are infrequento This 
tends to suggest a place which turns its back on the open country 
around it ~ a sort of defensive gesture in keeping with the picture 
of the settlement as a protection against the wilderness beyondo 
Descriptive passages such as this appear progressively Less 
frequently as we move from first to last of the novelsp until in Ine 
Diyiners Lengthy descriptions of physical surroundings are reserved 
for picturing the river in all its varietyo An interesting exception 
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to this is the author's deliberately detailed depiction of the 
squalid homes of the poor on the wrong side of the tracks, including 
the Shipley kitchen 'reeking and stale'. (The Stone Angel p.51) Later 
Hagar returns to find that 
The house had that rancid smell that comes from unwashed dishes 
and sour floors and food Left sitting on the table. The kitchen 
was a shambles. You could have scratched your initials in the 
dark grease that coated the oilcloth on the table. A Loaf of 
bread sat there with the butcher knife stuck into it Like a 
spear. A dish of stewed saskatoons, the berries hard and small, 
was being attended by a court of flies. On a Larded piece of salt 
pork a mammoth matriarchal fly was Labouring obscenely to squeeze 
out of herself her white and clustered eggs. (The Stone Angel, 
p.170) 
Later, in two short paragraphs in 'The Half Husky' from A Bird jn the 
~ we are given a more precise idea of the special appearance and 
smell of the kitchen in Ada Shinwell's house beside the C.P.R. tracks 
in Manawaka than we actually get of the same room in the Brick House. 
This is in part explained by the fact that Vanessa would recall very 
clearly every detail of a place so very different from that to which 
she is accustomed. However, the author is doing something more 
specific here. By highlighting the squalor of these surroundings she 
is emphasising the gulf between the Lives of people Like the Curries 
or the Connors and the Shipleys or the Shinwells. To the upright 
citizens of Manawaka these were the obvious signs that such people 
were feckless or downright Lazy. They were simply physical 
manifestations of lack of moral fibre. This somewhat enthusiastic 
emphasis on dirt and evil smells culminates in the graphic 
descriptions of the Logan house whose physical horrors were only 
slightly Less repellant than Christie's place of work, the Nuisance 
Grounds. This ability on the author's part to make the stomach turn 
and the skin crawl contrasts with an equal facility in describing a 
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scene of natural beauty. 
Margaret Laurence excells in the re-creation of the visual image. 
This skill. has developed through th~ novels until in The Diviners we 
find her practising her art with economy and few unnecessary literary 
devices. This is in sharp contrast to: ihe detailed, highl~ sensuous 
and extravagant descriptions we find in her African stories. The lush 
Ghanaian landscape seemed to call forth an equally lush prose evoking 
the sights, sounds and smells of a foreign place~ There are numerous 
descriptive passages in The Stone Angel where Hagar appears to favour 
farmyard similes. Doris is like a calving cow; Hagar is like an old 
mare. Dancing is spinning like tumbleweed. Rachel has her own range 
~ ~ 
of similes to describe herself and others. She is like a papier mache 
doll jerked by a drunken puppet master. Her hands are large and too 
thin like ~mpty gloves. Calla's hair is like a shetland pony's over 
her forehead. However, the frequency with which literary devices, 
whether simile, metaphor or alliteration, are used is gradually 
reduced until in the last novel they have disappeared almost 
completely, replaced by straightforward, accurate and uncontrived 
description of natural surroundings. Sadly, one small 
self-conscious trick has emerged -one that involves a deliberate 
play on words which can be very irritating and certainly draws 
attention to itself. The fascination with the word and with meaning 
has resulted in occasional artificial turns of phrase which interrupt 
the flow of the prose and add nothing. These nervous tics occur 
throughout the book and are to be deplored. Such a contrivance as 
'clutches of cymbals. Clich/s of symbols' (The Diviners, 35 p.286). 
adds nothing to the passage in which it lurks, ready to leap out at 
the unsuspecting reader, drawing attention to itself with unsubtle 
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gaucherie. Such plays on words cannot even be passed off as jokes 
since they usually occur 
author's aim of suggesting 
in Morag's most reflective moments. The 
the wordsmith conjuring up phrases, 
playing with words, is not in this case justified. Words have become 
playthings, not tools. They are used purely for their own sake, as in 
a puzzle, divorced from their descriptive or cognitive function. 
Language determines tone, the choice of narrator determines 
stance, the choice of time or tense establishes the distance between 
reader and event. Margaret Laurence's novels are time-ebsessed in 
more ways than one. Time as history is a dominant theme in the 
Manawaka cycle. The importance of discovering our place in the 
sequence of life's progress is stressed continually. However, time is 
also used as a structural device in the stories. The present tense is 
used throughout A Jest of God to emphasise the immediacy of the 
events and to ensure that the reader can share Rachel's experiences 
as well as her reflections at the very moment when they occur. This 
has a very powerful effect since complete identification with her is 
demanded. The effect in The Stone Angel is less personal as the main 
story, that which Hagar tells about her past life, is in the past 
tense, though the day-to-day events she experiences in the last few 
weeks of her life are recounted in the present tense, so we have the 
feeling of time being short and of life very rapidly ebbing away. 
This creates a sense of urgency which is missing in the passages told 
in the past tense. In them there is time to think about and reflect 
on what is over and done with, to look at events, not just live them. 
Since Hagar is anxious to escape the fate of being relegated to a 
nursing home, she is very much aware of time running out. The use of 
the present tense accentuates this. We would expect the stories in A 
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Bird in the House to be told in the past tense, as indeed they are, 
because they are a retrospective view of Vanessa's childhood. They 
are history. The form which The Fire-Dwellers takes again requires a 
combination of past and present time. That part of the story which 
forms the framework refers to the. day-to-day happenings· in the 
MacAindra household, as they occur. Rather like a play, it unfolds 
before the reader on the page there and then. We are sharing in 
Stacey's life as she lives it. But in the secret ·recesses of her mind 
other things are going on. She is remembering things past and 
commenting on things present, as they take place - past and present 
jostling for attention. This play-script plus the voices off create a 
sense of confusion and immediacy, enabling us to share Stacey's 
mental state. In The Diyjners the present becomes the past; the past 
is related as the present. By using the past tense for those parts of 
the story whi ch refer to actuality, the author manages to suggest 
that the Morag who is now forty-seven years old has lived long enough 
and hard enough to have gained a kind of equilibrium. Her past is 
retold in the present tense because the reader must relive it step by 
step with Morag in order to appreciate why Morag is as she is. In ~ 
Fjre-Dwellers we are watching a play; The Djyjners unfolds as a 
serial, episode by episode, like a television series. We watch an 
episode, then return to everyday life. In the four true novels the 
actual period of time Lived through by the main character encompasses 
a mere few months in the year which marks a turning point in a Life-
spring through summer into autumn. And in the case of Rachel, Stacey 
and Morag the future is all-important. Stacey asks herself 'Will it 
(the city) return to-morrow?' (The Fire-Dwellers, p.308) Rachel knows 
that she 'will be different, will remain the same'. CA Jest of God, 
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p.201) Morag sugge?tS that we 'Look ahead into the past, and back 
into the future, until the silence.' (The Diyiners. p.453). Theme and 
technique have coalesced, as indeed past and present have Led us to 
the future. 
Finally,-attention must be drawn to the author's use of epigraph, 
nursery rhyme, hymn, poem, song or Biblical quotation. Writers 
frequently use quotations at the beginning of a book to say something 
supplemental to the message of the book itself. Margaret Laurence 
uses two separate quotations from Carl Sandburg's poem Losers as well 
as one from Dylan Thomas and a final one from AL Purdy's Roblin Mjlls 
Cjrca 1842 which contains her favourite phrase 'a place to stand on'. 
However this use of epigraph is extended into the novels themselves 
where quoted verse or Line is an important adjunct to the unfolding 
of the story. The nursery rhymes sung by the Little girls in the 
school playground at the very beginning of A Jest of Ggd tell us a 
great deal about Rachel far more succinctly than explicit statement. 
Rachel would Like to be "Queen of the Golden City" or a Spanish 
dancer who can "get out of this town". There are fragments from hymns 
also, highlighting Rachel's reaction to the religion she subscribes 
to on Sunday. Mrs Laurence confesses to a Love of many of the 
traditional hymns, even if she detests what the words imply and 
admits she has a Love-hate relationship with "Onward, Christian 
Soldiers." A tag from a juke-box song in the Parthenon , Cafe 
underlines Rachel's dilemma when she is trying to decide what to do 
about her supposed pregnancy. 
Where you're goin', girl, 
The road ain't Long ••• (A Jest of God, p.164) 
There's irony in using both 
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The grave's a fine and private place. 
But none, I think do there embrace. (A Jest of God, p.90) 
when Nick and Rachel are about to make love and 
What ts woman that you forsake her 
To the claws of the grey old angel-maker. (A Jest of God. p.116) 
when Rachel is planning to use h~r. mother's antiquated douche in a 
belated effort at contraception. All these are pertinent and 
appropriate in the circumstances. Another nursery rhyme, 'Ladybird, 
ladybird, fly away home' occurs repeatedly in The Fire-Dwellers as a 
paradigm for Stacey's sense of responsibility for her children. 
Old-time country and western songs recall Manawaka and childhood to 
both Morag and Stacey. Elva Jardine.in the hospital ward with Hagar 
Shipley pigeonholes herself in her proper generation by her choice of 
song. Hagar recalls Keats's poem Meg Merrjljes when she finds herself 
alone in the forest by the sea at Shadow Point. And a childhood 
version of "If I had the wings of an angel" springs to mind when she 
is visiting the Silverthreads Nursing Home. (The Stone Angel. p.106) 
Margaret Laurence obviously finds a verse from Psalm 69 particularly 
meaningful for she uses it twice, once to reveal Matthew MacAindra's 
hidden despair in The Dire-Owe! fees and again to accentuate the black 
Celtic depression which settles over Morag after Christie's death. 
'Save me 0 God, for the waters are come in unto my soul.' <!he 
pjyjners, p.413) There are many other songs, poems, stories quoted, 
all recognisably part of the culture of Morag's generation. Even a 
List of wild flowers becomes a sort of poem at one point. And of 
course, there are the Catherine Parr Traill conversations, with 
direct quotations, as well as an imaginary dialogue between her and 
Morag. Christie's stories have mythic tone and there is a quotation 
from Ossian with which to compare them. Finally, The Diviners differs 
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from the other novels in containing original folk songs written by 
Margaret Laurence herself. These are the songs which Jules and, 
Later, Piquette sing to celebrate their family's history in all its 
sadness and despair. These ballads give the author the opportunity to 
make a state~ent about the M{tis and the injustices which they have 
suffered at the hands of their fellow Canadians. Hymns, again part of 
a Christian background, a few Lines from a Christmas poem by Hilaire 
Belloc, national anthems, heraldic mottos, all the cultural 
impedimenta of a lifetime 
most ambitious novel. 
the author gives us them all, in this her 
The final innovation of writing her own ballads which say what 
she wants them to say and contribute to the story 
the distance she has travelled since first 







Manawaka. Her form has become more varied with each novel, her voice 
more authentic, her writing more spare, her stance more political and 
her intention more specific. She knows what she wants to say and she 
is more adventurous in the way she says it. She has practised her 
craft until it has become art. 
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Footnotes: Chapter 8 
1 • What follows is a general discussion of Mrs Laurence's 
techniques, ranging over the five books, and bringing together 
in one chapter the numerous variations on these. More specific 
account is taken of the methods she uses in her fiction, and 
more detailed discussion of them is to be found in the chapters 
dealing with the individual works. 
2. Graeme Gibson, Eleven Canadian Novelists, (Toronto, 1973>, 
p.259. 
3. Margaret Laurence, 'Gadgetry or Growing: Form and Voice in the 
Novel', text of a speech by Mrs Laurence delivered at the 
University of Toronto, 1969. 
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particular form of her first four novels, beginning with this 
Side Jordan. She allows us to share the rationale for her choice 
of way by which the story will develop. p.57. 
Donald Cameron, 'The Black Celt Speaks of Freedom', 
Conversations wjth Canadian Novelists, (Toronto, 1973), pp. 
102-103) 
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9. Patricia Morley, Margaret Laurence, (Boston, 1981), p.98. 
10. Author's comment: In an interview with Mrs Laurence, Hilda 
Kirkwood refers to her 'well-tuned ear', her 'ear for dialogue'. 
(Intervtew for Canadian Forum, 1980, p.15) Mrs. Laurence concurs 
by admitting to 'an ear for the ways in which people speak, for 
idiom the modes of everyday speech... it's a kind of 
instinctive feeling for the way the human voice actually sounds 
and the individuation of it.' (p.16) William New believes that 
'Perhaps more than any other writer of her time she seemed to 
have mastered the rhythms and cadences of the Canadian speaking 
voice.' (Introduction to Margaret Laurence, Toronto, p.1) Susan 
Read sums up: 
She (Mrs Laurence) has a fine ear for conversation, and 
through the nuances of idiom, the tonal variations that 
·exist between young and old, native and non-native, and the 
vocabulary differences between educated and uneducated, she 
keeps her characters sharply apart. She rarely fumbles, for 
she is a genuine artist in the handling of words. 
There is Little padding. Each word- even each sound- has 
its place in the overall pattern. (Susan Read, 'The Maze of 
Life: the Work of Margaret Laurence', Canadian Ljteratyre, 
Vol. 27, (1966), pp. 5-14, p.14) 
11. Susan Read, 'The Maze of Life', p.10. 
12. Hilda Kirkwood, Interview for Canadjan Forym, p.16. 
13. Leone Gom, 'Margaret Laurence and the First Person', Dalhoysje 
Reyjew, 55, (1975), pp. 235-251. 
This essay deals in some detail with Mrs Laurence's use of the 
first person in her first novels, defending this use against 
specific criticisms voiced by others, and suggesting the 
advantages the method proves to have. She also discusses the 
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idea of the use of the mirror-image and of double vision. This 
is applied especially to Stacey and Hagar where what was is not 
what is now. In Rachel the vision she has of herself is faulty-
the narrator is untrustworthy, so the reader must be aware of 
this and make his own judgments~ The point is made, too, that 
Morag is a more trustworthy narrator than the others. 'The use 
of mirror-image, then, is perhaps Laurence's most successful use 
of subjective narration, presenting both objective physical 
details and the character's own emotional reaction to what she 
sees.' (pp. 244-245) The gulf between the true vision of the 
reader and the false one of Rachel and Hagar results in irony. 
With Stacey, to a degree, and with Morag certainly, the irony is 
there also, but it 
actually contribute 
is noted by the 
to it by their 
women themselves, who 
own observations. ' 
whether the view through each of the characters' 'I' of her 
fallible self is predominantly intentional (as it is with 
Morag), unintentional (as it is with Hagar), or some combination 
of both Cas it is with Rachel, Stacey and Vanessa), the reader 
is always able both to see her as she sees herself, and to see 
her with some degree of objectivity.' (p.249). 
14. Margaret Atwood, The Edible Woman, Toronto, 1969. 
A similar device is used by Margaret Atwood in her first novel. 
In order to highlight the period of disorientation which Marian 
McALpin suffers in the middle of the book, the emphasis switches 
from first person to third person narrative, thus enabling the 
reader to share in Marian's sense of alienation as she tries to 
discover why she feels more like a product than a person. She 
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stands back, outside herself, and looks at herself as a 
stranger. 
15. Peter Easingwood, 'Margaret Laurence, Manawaka, and the Edge of 
the Unknown,' University of Dundee, 1983(?), p.8. 
Easingwood refers to this method of using inner monologue to 
reveal what is going on as moving 'on the edge of the unknown' -
risking things taking on an unexpected direction, surprising 
both reader and author. 
16. Author's comment: In 1976, again in 1978, and yet again about 
three years ago, some parents at Peterborough High School tried 
to have The Diviners removed from the reading list in the 
literature course because they believed it to be obscene. In 
their opinion the language was offensive. Of course, this 
apparent obscenity is necessary if the characters are to be true 
to life. Although in each case Mrs. Laurence's integrity was 
upheld and the book remained in the course, she was deeply hurt 
by what she felt was a misunderstanding of her intentions. 
17. Margaret Laurence, 'Time and the Narrative Voice', The Narrative 
Voice, (Toronto, 1972>, p.157. 
18. Donald Cameron, Conversations with Canadian Novelists, p.100. 
19. Patricia Morley, Margaret Laurence, p.9S. 
'The title (A Jest of God), rich in ambiguities, relates to an 
image pattern of fools, clowns, jesters. The silent dead in 
Cameron's first floor wear clown masks. Mrs Cameron and her 
bridge-playing friends have clown voices. Rachel continually 
sees her tall, awkward body as 
father was Nestor the Jester 
clown-like, grotesque. Nick's 
to the local children when he 
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20. Linda Hutcheon, 'Atwood and Laurence: Poet and Novelist', 
Studies in Canadian Literature, Vol 3, (1970), p.256. 
21. Dick Harrison, ~nnamed Country::· The Struggle for· a Canadian 
Prairie Fiction, (Edmonton, 1977), p.131. 
22. Dick Harrison, Unnamed Country, p.136. 
23. Author's comment: These writers include Robert-stead who in his 
novel ~rain, published in 1926, refers to the Stakes' new house 
in faintly humorous terms, suggesting that 'a new and 
comparatively pretentious house in a prairie district is a 
social factor of as great importance as a new bride.' (p.85) 
This house was also the visible sign of Jackson and Susie 
Stakes' eventual prosperity after years of grinding poverty in a 
sod hut. Willa Cather's pioneers in her books 
0 Pioneers and~ Antonia also acquire Large houses as pointers 
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24. George Woodcock, 'The Human Elements', The World of Canadian 
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D. Helwig, Pub. Oberon Press, Ottawa, 1978), Woodcock develops 
an interesting theory that each of the four novels, The Stone 
Angel, A Jest of God, The Fire-Dwellers, and The Djyjners, has a 
heroine who represents one of the four elements of Empedocles' 
Theory of the Universe: Hagar - Earth; Rachel - Air; Stacey -
Fire; Morag - Water. He makes a valid and convincing case for 
his proposal and brings a new awareness of the symbolism found 
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United States, Arnold Bennett in the Potteries in England, and 
of course, several Canadian novelists such as Robertson Davies 
and Humourist Stephen Leacock. The reader becomes as familiar 
with the territory as the characters and this adds a further 
dimension to the enjoyment of the individual novels. 
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28. Clara Thomas, 'Proud Lineage: Willa Cather and Margaret 
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The Last Word? 
If we accept that Margaret Laurence's work is art, we must go 
from there to ask if it is great art. Thus we must define what we 
mean by great art. In the final an~lysis great art is· that· which 
speaks to any generation in any country in any age. Its greatness 
lies in its durability, in its truthfulness both to its own time and 
for all time. It cannot simply be art for art's ·sake because the 
artist, to be great, must want to communicate to others who are not' 
artists. How well this is done is the measure of greatness. Margaret 
Laurence certainly wants to communicate. Is she therefore one of the 
greats? 
In order to assess her fiction we must place it in the context of 
the Canadian scene into which it was launched. By the time Margaret 
Laurence's first Manawaka novel appeared in 1964, the literary scene 
in Canada had undergone a revolution. Prior to the Second World War 
the comparatively few Canadian writers of either poetry or fiction 
tended to look beyond their own country, first to Britain, then to 
America, for their models. Moreover, their readership came from these 
two foreign countries, as comparatively few Canadians read works by 
Canadian Writers. The English curricula in schools rarely included 
writing by native authors and the eyes of the literary world looked 
to the Old Country, the Motherland, for its criteria. The truly 
literate formed small inbred cliques in the larger centres of 
population, particularly those which were near universities. The rest 
of Canada was a cultural vacuum. 
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The nationalism ~hich affected so many emergent nations in the 
years after 1945 also found expression in Canada. Her contribution to 
the war effort in mat~iel and manpower had.been considerable; 42,000 
killed or missing out of a population of eleven and a half million 
was a heavy sacrifice for a country so far removed from that Old 
World which had seemed determined to destroy itself and which had 
been saved at last by the efforts of the New. Canadians felt 
justified in being proud to be Canadian. Britain after the war was 
tired, impoverished and weakened. She no longer seemed the great 
protector; the sun had finally set on the Empire. Canadians began to 
look to their own devices, to stop gazing over their shoulders to 
Britain for direction; they no longer experienced the need to 
apologise for being what they were. This new self-confidence showed 
itself in all kinds of ways, particularly in the cultural field. When 
a nation can begin to take pride in its own culture, it has come of 
age. A new flag to replace the Union Jack was adopted in 1965. Ten 
years later 'God Save the Queen' ceased to be the national anthem, 
replaced by 'O Canada'. The hugely successful Expo '67, staged to 
coincide with the centennial celebration of one hundred years of 
Confederation, demonstrated the country's new sense of self, as did 
the decision to invite the 1976 Olympic Games to come to Montreal. 
In order to examine what was needed to encourage cultural growth 
a~d independence, in 1949 the Federal Government under Prime Minister 
St. Laurent appointed a Royal Commission on National Development in 
the arts, letters and sciences, under the chairmanship of Vincent 
Massey, later to become Canada's first native-born Governor-General. 
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The Commissioning document stated that 'it is desirable that the 
Canadian people should know as much as possible about their country, 
its history and traditions; and about their national life and common 
achievements; that it is in the national interest to give 
. . . 
encouragement to institutions which ~•press national feeling, promote 
common understanding and add to the variety and richness of Canadian 
1 life, rural as well as urban.' The very fact that such a Commission 
was deemed necessary indicated just how little tana~ans in the past 
had valued their Canadianness. To the Commission's question, 'Is it 
true, then, that we are a people without a literature?', one reply 
received stated: 'The unpalatable truth is that to-day in Canada 
there exists no body of creative writing which reflects adequately, 
or with more than limited insight, the nature of the Canadian people, 
and the historic forces which have made them what they are.• 2 The 
Canadian Writers' Committee was equally damning: 'As an agricultural· 
and industrial nation Canada ranks high in the world. But as a 
cultural nation exploring the human mind and soul she stands low. She 
has excused herself because of the size of her population, her youth 
and the battle she has had wresting the country from nature. Those 
last two excuses are no longer valid, the first never was.• 3 
Out of the Commission's report came the recommendation for the 
setting up of a Canada Council to function along the lines of the 
British Arts Council, with the specific remit to support with 
government funds all those areas of the arts and sciences that it saw 
fit. This was implemented in 1957, and Margaret Laurence was later to 
benefit from its award system. 
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Now began an astonishing upsurge of participation in and 
patronage of the arts. Corps de ballet, opera companies, symphony 
orchestras, theatre groups were formed; no self-respecting city was 
without its new museum, art gallery, concert hall and theatre. The 
National Library was established; Canadian television programmes 
began to appear. In 1976 Canada's literary Leavis, Northrop Frye, 
referred to 'the colossal verbal explosion that has taken place in 
Canada since 1960. ,4 Mrs Laurence contributed to this explosion, 
becoming one of a group of Canadian authors who found they could 
actually make a living from their writing. New publishing houses, 
having no financial or editorial connections with either the United 
States or Great Britain, sprang up to cater for the increasing number 
of writers seeking publication and for the growing Canadian 
readership for Canadian literature. Literary journals such as George 
Woodcock's Canadian Ljteratyre, the first magazine entirely devoted 
to Canadian writers and writing, appeared and were fed by a growing 
band of scholarly and discerning critics. 
Margaret Laurence shared, through her writing, in the national 
coming of age which was marked by the massive increase in cultural 
activity during the sixties and seventies. Canadian novels written by 
Canadian novelists and published in Canada were finding a larger and 
larger native reading public. Writers no longer sought to model 
th~mselves on American or British novelists; they no Longer needed to 
write with the foreign reader in mind. John Moss, in establishing a 
position for Margaret Laurence among Canadian novelists, declares 
that 'she came to embody the force and quality of the Literary 
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revolution that swept through Canada in the sixties, proclaiming with 
b l . f . ,s f" . a so ute v1gour our new ound matur1ty. Her 1rst novel set 1n 
Manawaka, The Stone Angel, was both acclaimed by the critics and 
avidly read by her fellow Canadians. Here was a novel firmly set in 
an authentic Canadian background~ which dealt with ordinary 
characters, easily recognised by her Canadian readers. 'The novel 
treats Canadian experiences as the valid continuation of a larger 
world ••• Canada is taken for granted, a valid realm -of . 6 ex1stence. 
Margaret Laurence addresses her feelings to the universal reader. She 
is Canadian without trying. To Canadian readers Hagar Shipley was 
everyone's grandmother. Neither this novel, ·nor the ones that 
followed in the next ten years, romanticised setting or characters. 
Their very ordinariness, their reality, and the integrity with which 
they are set on the page; made them accessible to a wide range of 
readers, not just an inner circle of connoisseurs. This accessibility· 
and authenticity were to make her the dominant literary figure of a 
generation of Canadians who had shared her history. Her novels were 
essentially Canadian, but they had no nationalistic axe to grind. The 
reader was left in no doubt that here was a Canadian experience, but 
an experience that was universal as well. It is Clara Thomas's 
opinion that 'Writers must work out of their own roots in place and 
time ••• any literature must, first of all, be in this sense regional 
or local and must reach the universal through first being local.' 7 
Margaret Laurence reinforced this statement by asserting that 
'the main concern of a writer remains that of somehow creating 
the individual on the printed page, of catching the tones and 
accents of human speech, of setting down the conflicts of people 
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who are as real to him as himself. If he does this well, and as 
truthfully as he can,· his writing may sometimes reach beyond any 
national boundary.•8 
John Moss puts the emphasis, at Least for Canadians, as follows: 
Novels are neither documents nor messages, but visions of reality 
from fixed perspectives. The writer's vision committed to paper 
is a static form though worlds crumble and centuries pass, until 
perceived in the mind of a reader, when it becomes a bond between 
their sensibilities, the common creation of their shared 
imagination. The time and place of a novel's origin are made 
accessible in the vision that contains them. For us in Canada, 
this is of unique consequence, for the time and place to which we 
most need access are here and now. The Canadian novel can give us 
these at least, the dimensions of our experience of ourselves.9 
Although Margaret Laurence's work is not overtly nationalistic, 
in her lifetime she repeatedly emphasised the importance to any 
country of having a literature of its own, and the duty of the writer 
to help his fellow citizens to see themselves in relation to their 
culture, to understand something of their own history, and to possess 
their own mythology. In this she is supported by Margaret Atwood who 
believes that authors are transmitters of their culture. Her 
experience of living in the emergent Africa had awakened in her an 
awareness that people who had been colonised by Europeans seemed 
bewildered and confused, unsure of themselves in relation to the old 
ways, yet uncomfortable with the new. She was convinced that one of 
the duties of a writer was to give his people a sense of themselves, 
and in an essay entitled 'Ivory Tower or Grassroots?• 10 she stated 
her belief that she, as a Canadian writer, had a responsibility 
identical to that of men like Chinua Achebe. Indeed she referred to 
herself as a Third World writer. Canada suffered no less than Nigeria 
or Ghana did from colonialism. The Canadian, no less than the 
Nigerian, needs to discover who he is. He can only do this if he can 
292 
find a sense of place, the place to stand on to which she so 
frequently referred. This process of self-discovery applies to 
writers too. She firmly maintained that writers must cease to look to 
the British literary scene. 
I really do not think that as Canadians we have a great deal to 
learn from British fiction, in which I sense a widespread 
weariness, repetition and even triviality. We would do better to 
go our own ways now and to make our own discoveries, just as 
African writers are making theirs.11 
Writers must establish their own identity before ~hey-can help their 
readers to discover who they are. 
As a writer Margaret Laurence had to explore what it meant to be 
a woman in the Canadian environment in which she spent her early 
years. So, though she denied that she wrote feminist novels, the mere 
fact that her books deal with women in society at a particular period 
gives them feminist undertones. They are not feminist treatises, yet 
they do speak for women because the problems the protagonists face· 
are in large part the problems of all women. Indeed part of the 
difficulty each faces is the fact that she is a woman, dominated and 
frustrated by the received attitudes of society to women. What is 
more, the solution to each problem is determined in the main by the 
heroine's ability to see beyond accepted female norms in order to 
gain personal fulfilment. Progressively through the novels, as the 
author examines the life of each heroine in turn, she identifies the 
factors which diminish the female, until in The Diviners Morag and 
her creator were both able to achieve a degree of independence 
leading to self-determination- at a price. 
Margaret Laurence's relevance to Canadian readers has never been 
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in doubt. Her books are still widely read; her work has been 
extensively analysed and commented upon by every notable Canadian 
critic. Manawaka has its place in the folk lore of Canadian 
literature with Hugh Garner's Cabbagetown, Robertson Davies' 
Salterton, and of course, Alice Munro's Jubilee. 12 After 1he 
Diviners appeared in 1974 she did not produce another novel, a fact 
which every critic picked up and commented upon, and which 
corroborates her own feeling that she might have said all she had to 
say. The silence to which she referred on the last page of this novel 
has become a reality. Of course writers have felt this before and 
have found new sources of inspiration. Occasionally rumours would 
circulate that a new Laurence novel1 was on the way. There were 
reports too of writer's block, that paralysis of creativity all 
novelists must dread above all else. The years between 1974 and 1987 
were devoted to furthering the many causes which she supported, such 
as the feminist and peace movements. She was particularly interested 
in and encouraging to the young Canadian writers she saw coming along 
behind her. The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature describes her 
I • d h • • •13 h as a creat1ve go mot er to an ent1re generat1on. ' a statement s e 
would have happily accepted as a fitting epitaph. Her death in 
January, 1987, from lung cancer, removed all hope that any new novel 
would appear. However, though no more work will appear, the Manawaka 
cycle has already gained her a distinguished and lasting place among 
Canadian writers. 
Hugh MacLennan has said: 
••• most fiction, even the kind considered successful, has the 
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Life span of one season's Leaves. A novel must be exceptionally 
good to Live as Long as the average cat. It must approach 
greatness to Last for a generation. If it survives beyond that 
time it possesses some quality so indefinable that neither the 
author nor contemporary critic recognises it when the book is 
new.14 
Where does the work of Margaret Laurence stand in this projection? 
Not surprisingly, reading the Canadian critics suggests that when 
dealing with her, we are referring to a Literary giant of 
international importance. Indeed George Woodcock has been tempted to 
turn her into a Canadian Tolstoy. Of course, there are some 
dissenting voices among the chorus of adulation raised by most 
critics, who refer to her work as brilliant, the greatest, etc. In a 
patronising, rather snide review of The Diviners for The Citjz~o of 
Ottawa, M.S. Thompson regards her as 'decently mediocre', 'ordinary', 
15 
'not a very good one (author); not a very bad one'. But Mr Thompson 
is certainly in the minority in Canada, although it must be said that 
there was more adverse criticism for this, her Last novel, than for 
earlier work. 
In Britain there has been no great rush to read or review her 
novels. Mazo de La Roche's cycle of sixteen Jalna novels and L.M. 
Montgomery's Anne of Green Gables can still be found on the shelves 
in English Libraries. 16 Their continued popularity owes nothing to 
their Literary merit. They simply reinforce the British 
preconceptions of what it must be Like to be a Canadian Living in 
Canada. The books tell romantic stories set in idyllic rustic 
surroundings. Woodcock refers to de La Roche's writing as 'a kind of 
international Lady-novelism in which the setting was Canadian in a 
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17 peculiar and distorted way"u The characters 1 behaviour owes more to 
their British heritage than to their colonial environment" Mrs 
Laurence 1 s novels seem to be too realistic for the British taste" Her 
British publishersp obviously prejudging her negative impact on the 
great British reading publicp do not appear to have felt much need to 
give her work the 1 hype 1 treatment so often resorted to these days in 
the book trade" This means that the Manawaka novels received a 
minimum of attention in the critical pressp relegated as they were to 
one or two column inches from some anonymous reviewer under such 
headings as The Observer 1 s 1 Novels in Brief 1 p where the impression 
given is of a competent enough performancea This treatment suggests 
that she is a literary nobodyp an also-ran in the literary stakeso 
The attitude of the critics seems to suggest surprise that a Canadian 
writes at alla 18 Perhaps there is a touch of Dr Johnson 1 s feeling 
about preaching women and dogs walking on their hind legs - 1 you are 
surprised to find it done at allo 1 Of coursep the adulation of the 
Canadian critics is overblown and supernationalistic; that of the 
British reviewers damns with faint praise and smacks of patronising 
colonialisma The truth Lies somewhere in betweena The Laurence 
novelsp if not greatp are as good as much of the fiction coming 
to-day from the pens of those authorsp including Iris Murdoch and 
Margaret Drabblep who are the darlings of the British literary 
establishmenta Margaret Laurence 1 s characters are not taken from the 
ranks of the perverse or the uncommittedp but from the multitude of 
ordinary human beings who get on with quite ordinary lives in far 
from ordinary circumstancesa This could be a recipe for boredom but 
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it is not. She herself said that her aim was to show the 
extraordinariness of very ordinary people. She wanted to put into 
words what all of us feel, but most of us dare not say. Her novels 
provide no escapism, no opportunities for flights of fancy, no 
comfort for minimal thinkers. Her skill Lies in being able to Lift 
the mundane Lives of five Canadian women, young and old, out of Local 
or national boundaries into the realm of universal human experience. 
Her themes are not new. They are dealt with over and over again by 
writers who are trying to depict reality. The fact that the themes 
are not new does not mean that they are unimportant. Rather, the fact 
that they are so universally dealt with suggests that they are 
universally true. The novels happen to have a Canadian setting, and 
the characters use a Canadian idiom, because their creator was 
drawing on what she knew best; they speak to the heart of the world 
because she is able to portray the universality which so often Lies· 
at the centre of particularity. This is confirmed by the fact that 
her novels have been translated into many Languages and are 
appreciated in places as far apart as Stockholm and Nagasaki, 
Istanbul and Caracas. 19 
To give George Woodcock his due, when he compares Mrs Laurence to 
Tolstoy, he makes the point that if we consider her work 'in such 
terms as a writer's relevance to his time and place, the versatility 
of his perception, the breadth of his understanding, the imaginative 
power with which he personifies and gives symbolic form to the 
20 
collective Life he interprets and in which he takes part' then the 
comparison seems Less impulsive than at first would appear. However, 
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there is a difference of stature in the characters which reflects the 
stature of the author" In Tolstoy or Thomas Hardy the characters are 
larger than Life in the sense that their creators suggest that they, 
Like Odysseus, nave attracted the attention of the gods" The very 
ordinariness of the Laurence characters is illustrated by the fact 
that they are not at all sure that God, or the gods, even see what is 
going ona If He see the Little sparrow fallp He seems to Leave it at 
thata The heroines of the novels of George Eliot or the Bront~ 
sisters suffer on a more dramatic scale from the same social 
pressures as Hagar or Moragp Rachel or Staceyp but in no sense could 
the formerp as could the Latterp be Likened to the woman next door" 
This verisimilitude is both a strength and a weakness" To a 
generation of Canadian readers contemporary with the Laurence women 
the novels have a relevance which Margaret Atwood's woman can never 
have" The latter's characters are well-educated, middle-class city 
dwellers who never stop complaining over their fatep never make a 
meaningful decisionp are incapable of action, egocentric? insecure, 
brittle products of the affluent post-Christian twentieth century 
society" Perhaps this is why the younger novelist's books seem to 
appeal to young British women urban dwellers" Their Canadianness is 
not obtrusive; their counterparts can be found in any city in the 
Western World in the eightiesa 21 Margaret Laurence's women are 
tougherp but Less exotic; they are more Likeable and at the same time 
more pitiable" More recognisable to those who are committed, at the 
same time their voice is undeniably Canadianp small town and of 
another generation" 
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In many novels, once the story is ended, we are finished with it. 
It has no impact on our lives. It has not added to our understanding 
of the human dilemma. Its characters have not joined our group of 
friends as people we think about in moments of quiet reflection. 
Margaret Laurence 1 s main characters become people we know or have 
known; her secondary characters are people into whose lives we have 
tantalising glimpses and about whom we would like to know more. What 
happened to Marvin during those years between leaving Manawaka and 
re-entering Hagar 1 s life in Vancouver? Why was Mrs Cameron as she 
was? And Willard? and Calla? What kind of life did Nick make for 
himself? and Luke Venturi? Where is Fan Brady now? The author plays 
games with her readers too. She asks them to spot the reference from 
another book, enjoy with her a hidden joke, recognise in one book 
characters lurking in the background in another. This creates a 
richness which rewards re-reading and establishes a special bond· 
between author and reader. The stories are carefully worked until 
they seemed honed to the bone. Above all they have an authenticity 
which sets them apart from much contemporary fiction. Good fiction 
should illuminate human experience. The reader ought to see, in the 
hero 1 s struggles, his own twists and turns along the way, drawing 
comfort from sharing his personal revelation with another. Virginia 
Woolf, in discussing experience as described in the novel, states: 
1 When one so exposes it (experience) and sees it come to life, one 
exclaims in rapture, "But this is what I have always felt and known 
and desired." 122 So often Margaret Laurence mentions events or 
describes reactions which the reader perceives at once as familiar to 
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his own Life and experience, experience which he thought was peculiar 
to himselfa Suddenly it is revealed that this was typical, rather, of 
a common time in a common place as a result of a common 
indoctrination, and the unique expands until it becomes the 
universala Hagar marvels when she says: 1 There 1 s no one Like me in 
23 
this worlda 1 This is the paradox; she is unique, yet her 
experiences are universala In the novel The Mountain and the ValleY, 
the author, Ernest Buckler describes how his hero, David Canaan, 
feels after he has read Forster 1 s novels: 1 It gave him such a Lyric 
feeling to recognize the absolute truth of what the author said about 
whatever people he dealt witha 124 In the same way, Margaret Laurence 
speaks to a whole generation and what she says rings truea 25 
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